
Robert Burns World Federation 

Limited 

   www.rbwf.org.uk       

The digital conversion of this 

Burns Chronicle was sponsored by 

     Jane Brown,

Past President of the Robert Burns 

World Federation

The digital conversion was provided by Solway Offset Services Ltd   
by permission of the Robert Burns World Federation Limited to whom all 

Copyright title belongs. 

www.solwayprint.co.uk 

http://www.rbwf.org.uk/
http://www.solwayprint.co.uk/


Burns Chronicle

www.rbwf.org.uk 

ISBN 978-1-907931-31-4

Making 
Teacakes 
for your 
enjoyment

Thomas Tunnock Ltd., 
34 Old Mill Road, Uddingston G71 7HH 
Tel: 01698 813551 Fax: 01698 815691

Email: sales@tunnock.co.uk

www.tunnock.co.uk

22208_OTM 297x210 1205.indd   1 12/05/2011   14:18

9 781907 931314

ISBN 978-1-907931-31-4

BU
RN

S 
CH

RO
N

IC
LE

 
20

14

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 

£30.002014



The annual

Burns Chronicle
founded 1892

The Robert Burns World Federation
www.rbwf.org.uk



©Burns Chronicle 2014, all rights reserved.
Copyright rests with the Robert Burns World Federation unless otherwise 
stated. The Robert Burns World Federation Ltd does not accept 
responsibility for statements made or opinions expressed in the Burns 
Chronicle, contributors are responsible for articles signed by them; the 
Editor is responsible for articles initialled or signed by him and for those 
unsigned. All communications should be addressed to the Federation 
office.

The Robert Burns World Federation Ltd.
Dower House

Dean Castle Country Park
Kilmarnock KA3 1XB

0153 572259

Email admin@rbwf.org.uk
Web   www.rbwf.org.uk

Editorial Contacts & addresses for contributions;
editor@rbwf.org.uk  chronicle@rbwf.org.uk

Books for review to the office address above

ISBN 978-1-907931-31-4

Printed in Scotland by Solway Offset the Printers, Dumfries



2014
Burns Chronicle

Editor 
Bill Dawson

The Robert Burns World Federation
Kilmarnock

www.rbwf.org.uk



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.
In reviewing, and helping prospective contributors develop, suitable 
articles to fulfil this mission, the Editor now has the support of an Editorial 
Advisory Board.  Articles submitted for consideration will normally be read 
both by the Editor for general suitability and by a relevant Advisory Board 
member or other specialist, who can provide any needed feedback about 
the submission.   Academic contributors whose institutions require that 
publications be formally refereed should notify the Editor at the time of 
submission so he can ensure the regular review procedure is appropriately 
implemented.  To allow time for appropriate feedback, contributors are asked 
to submit articles before June 30 each year for the forthcoming volume.    
 
The Editor is always pleased to discuss proposals for articles with potential 
contributors. The preferred length for full articles is between 1500 and 
5000 words, and the Editor also welcomes shorter notes, especially when 
based on primary source materials.  References should be kept simple, and 
as far as possible included in the text.  Contributors are asked to contact 
the Editor ahead of submission if their proposed article differs significantly 
from these guidelines.   

Editorial Advisory Board
Dr. Corey Andrews

Prof. Liam McIlvanney
Prof. Murray Pittock

 

 
Bill Dawson, Editor



Burns Chronicle 2014 1

CONTENTS

Editorial ............................................................................................................................... 4

G. Ross Roy: His Contribution to Scottish Literature  .......................................... 6
Professor Gerard Carruthers, University of Glasgow

My Friendship with Ross Roy ...................................................................................... 8
Bill Dawson

A Canadian Burns Collector: W. Ormiston Roy ....................................................11
as Remembered by his Grandson Professor G. Ross Roy

Robert Burns, James Johnson, and the Manuscript..........................................1 8 
of  “The German Lairdie”
Professor Patrick Scott

Robert Burns’ Second Commonplace Book .........................................................23
Bill Dawson

The Second Commonplace Book ............................................................................28

The Glenriddell Manuscripts;- John Gribbel’s Gift to Scotland .....................55 
Bill Dawson

“Born at a Ploughtail” Ploughing and Robert Burns .........................................59
Professor Craig Sharp

BURNS- The Allusive, The Abstruse & The Assiduous .......................................70
Ronnie Crichton

Wraiths, Rhetoric, and “The Sin of Rhyme”: The Shaping of Poet Burns .........79
Dr Kenneth Simpson

A Dream Interpreted ....................................................................................................87
Cameron Goodall

Epistle to J Lapraik, An Old Scotch Bard ................................................................92
Jim Thomson

The Poet and The President .................................................................................... 106
James Davidson



2 Burns Chronicle 2014

Manuscript Acquired by The Mitchell Library .................................................. 108

A Short History of The Burns Chronicle and Editors ...................................... 110
Bill Dawson

Robert Burns and Scottish Independence ........................................................ 114
Norman Paton

Book Reviews ............................................................................................................... 122
The Man’s the Gowd, for a’ that
The 4th Edition of The Burns Encyclopaedia
Preview;- The Oxford Edition of Robert Burns, Robert Burns: Commonplace Books, 
Tour Journals, And Miscellaneous Prose.  

Our President and Directors ................................................................................... 126

2013 Conference ......................................................................................................... 130

Our Membership ........................................................................................................ 134

The Robert Burns World Federation Newsletter is available to all Burns  
enthusiasts free by email, every two months throughout the year.  Register 
your email address at admin@rbwf.org.uk to get your copy direct to your 
inbox.



Burns Chronicle 2014 Advertisement 3

Follow Burns to Irvine for 
The 2014 Robert Burns World Federation Conference
The North Ayrshire town of Irvine will play host to a prestigious event celebrating 
the life of Robert Burns this year.
The Robert Burns World Federation Conference in September 2014 will provide 
a great opportunity to highlight the key role Irvine played in the development of 
Burns the poet.
Despite spending just a single year in Irvine, there is little dispute that the town 
and the people he met there made a major impact on the young Burns. His 
friendship with sea Captain Richard Brown was of particular importance to his 
growth as a writer and poet. 
The Captain’s tales of the open sea, exciting voyages and a world with broad 
horizons were an inspiration to the fledgling writer. All the while, Captain Brown 
would cajole and encourage Burns to focus on his writing and poetry.
The rest, as they say, is history.
North Ayrshire Council is working with Irvine Burns Club – the oldest continuous 
Burns Club in the world – to organise an exciting programme of events to coincide 
with the Conference. The programme will be supported by Eglinton Burns Club 
and Irvine Lasses Burns Club.
The event was last held in Irvine in 1981 to mark the 200th anniversary of Burns’ 
arrival in the town and hundreds of Burns enthusiasts from around the world are 
expected to attend the three-day 2014 conference. 
Councillor Alan Hill, Cabinet Member for Community and Culture, said: “We are 
extremely excited to host such a prestigious event. Despite being considered 
the catalyst for Burns’ creative development, his connection to Irvine is often 
overlooked. 
“Many people are unaware of the huge impact his time in Irvine had on Burns – to 
the extent that many claim he would not have become such an iconic figure had 
he not set foot in the town.”
North Ayrshire Council has already started to bring together a fantastic array of 
Burns-related events to coincide with the 2014 conference. These will range from 
exhibitions of Burns-themed artwork from local and international artists to musical 
events and live performances of some of his works.
Bringing the bard into schools provides an excellent 
opportunity to build on the work already taking place 
and to broaden Burns appeal to the next generation by 
teaching youngsters about the poet, his life and his work. 
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From the Editor

It is with considerable honour that I write an Editorial for the first 
annual Burns Chronicle in over 12 years. Since 1892, the Burns Chronicle 
has provided Federation members and other subscribers with some of the 
most important and authoritative research on Robert Burns, his friends and 
contemporaries, and his influence, together with well-edited transcriptions 
or reproductions of many original Burns documents.  The return to annual 
volume format allows the inclusion of more, and more substantial, 
research-based articles than has been possible in a quarterly magazine.  
Our Board have taken the decision to permanently return our esteemed 
publication to this format with the stated policy that the Chronicle is to 
contain articles of the highest quality boosting the publication might of 
the Federation.

Of course it is not only the Chronicle that marks these changes, this 
past year (2013) also saw the re-launch of the Federation newsletter which 
is now widely circulated to Members and within Clubs. That bi-monthly 
will carry all the news and reports of day-to-day activity in our broad 
family and the Editor of the Chronicle is charged with publishing articles 
of substance on all manner of Burns interests, research and scholarship.  

In this pursuit this year, you will find this revival edition carrying 
articles which I hope you will agree would have favoured the pages of 
the esteemed Chronicles of our past years, writings from some of the 
best known academics working on Burns from across the globe alongside 
quality articles from well known Club experts.  I trust I can continue to enjoy 
wide support and that many of our expert enthusiasts will be inspired to 
join with academics on the pages of future Chronicles. 

With the revision of format comes the restoration of Member Club lists, 
albeit in a style curtailed from the multiple forms of past generations. A 
précised report of Federation business is also included.   Both of these are 
intended of course to inform our Membership, but a major motivation 
for these to be reintroduced has been to provide a record of our 
organisation as an historical archive.  For historical record, the Chronicle 
will also welcome reports of significant events in the preservation of Burns’ 
memory, restoration (or loss) of sites connected with the Bard, unveiling 
of plaques and new statues, discovery and important sales of manuscripts 
and authentic Burnsiana, and significant anniversaries in the celebration 
of Robert Burns.
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I sincerely hope that I will be able re-establish the Chronicle as a 
publication of first resort for the most recent researches and writings on 
the life and works of Robert Burns.

To this end I have contacted academics working in the Burns studies 
who have kindly agreed to assist me as advisors in my editorial tasks.   I 
have long enjoyed considerable advices from Professor Gerard Carruthers 
of the University of Glasgow, Professor Patrick Scott at the University of 
South Carolina, and since my commencement as Editor I have been 
indebted to Professor David Purdie for his invaluable and frequent help 
editing articles. I have pleasure in informing that my assistance is further 
enhanced and reinforced by Professor Murray Pittock, from the University 
of Glasgow, Professor Liam McIlvanney of the University of Otago and Dr 
Corey Andrews of Youngston State University Ohio, all agreeing to form an 
advisory board on articles of the highest scholarship.  

I cannot say enough in gratitude for the assistance and support I have 
enjoyed from so many people, within and outwith the Federation, since 
becoming Editor, particularly after it was announced that the Chronicle is 
returning to an annual volume.  I have been especially encouraged from a 
broad spectrum of academia, not only does this encourage me as Editor; it 
is an endless feed of my own interests in my personal studies of our Poet.  
In Spring this year I will be spending some time at the University of South 
Carolina studying particular aspects of Burns with the support of the W 
Ormiston Roy Research Fellowship and I am sure this period will bring 
forward new ideas for future Chronicle content. 

The Chronicle is, of course, a publication of the Federation and of our 
Members, and I will always welcome contributions from the many excellent 
enthusiasts among us who conduct their own studies in particular 
specialist fields and who then submit interesting articles that inform us all.

Bill Dawson

Contributions;
for the Chronicle should be sent to editor@rbwf.org.uk in ‘word’ or other 

similar document form. Any illustrations should be included with the text 
and also sent as separate files.   Please feel free to email the Editor with any 
enquiries regarding suitability or content at any stage of preparation of the 
article editor@rbwf.org.uk.

Items of news from around the Burns world for the Newsletter should 
be sent to Editor Mike Duguid at mike.duguid@dsl.pipex.com 
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G. Ross Roy: His Contribution  
to Scottish Literature

Professor Gerard Carruthers, University of Glasgow

As well as making a huge contribution to Burns Studies, the late 
Professor G. Ross Roy did likewise for Scottish Literary Studies more 
generally. In 1963 he founded Studies in Scottish Literature, which became 
- and has remained - the most powerful international corridor promoting 
the subject and also a forum for much of the newest research in it. In the 
first issue Professor Roy sounded a generous, all-encompassing note: 

Studies in Scottish Literature was founded with the idea of 
creating a common meeting ground for work embracing 
all aspects of the great Scottish literary heritage. It is not 
the organ of any school or faction; it welcomes all shades of 
opinion. 

And so it has been. In full critical articles, in scholarly notes and 
documents and in detailed reviews, SSL has covered Scottish literature 
in Scots and English (and sometimes in translation from Gaelic) from the 
medieval to the modern period. For nearly fifty years, Professor Roy was 
indispensably supported as editor by his wife Lucie. Scholars at all stages in 
their careers found the publication an indispensable support to their work 
both in research and in teaching terms.   

Ross and Lucie’s large dining table at their home in Columbia, South 
Carolina groaned for many years under the piles of books that comprised 
their round-the-clock engagement with Scottish literature. And not a few 
of these books, beside the chunky annual SSL, were produced by Ross. 
These included the series ‘Scottish Poetry Reprints’ from 1970 highlighting 
Scots classics: Burns’ work, but also ‘The Life and Death of the Piper of 
Kilbarchan’ with a very nice introduction by GRR himself, or the medieval 
text, ‘Peblis to the Play.’ Ross Roy’s personal collection of Scottish poetry 
was vast and included materials to allow research into and exhibitions 
about more recent literary history highlighted, for instance, in the 
publication, Duncan Glen & Akros: Forty Years of a Scottish Press (compiled 
by Patrick Scott with preface by GRR and an essay by Duncan Glen). Ross 
Roy’s connections with the contemporary literary scene were vast: his 
network comprised working and warm personal relationships with many 
with writers, librarians, journalists, booksellers and academics including 
Hugh MacDiarmid, Alasdair Gray (who illustrated the cover of a special 
Burns issue of SSL), and Iain Crichton Smith.    
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Ross’s own scholarly range was impressively varied including, inter 
alia, the essays ‘Editing the Makars in the Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth 
Centuries’ (1984), ‘Some Notes on Scottish Chapbooks’ (1974), ‘The Jacobite 
Literature of the Eighteenth Century’ (1977), ‘Hardyknute – Lady Wardlaw’s 
Ballad’, (1984),  ‘John Moore, Scottish European’ (1996),  ‘“We are exiles from 
our Fathers’ Land”: Nineteenth-Century Scottish Canadian Poets’ (1989) 
and ‘The French Reputation of Thomas Carlyle’ (1983).1 His work on the 
book and publishing history of Robert Burns led him to develop expertise 
in ‘wider’ areas such as chapbooks (he was a considerable authority, 
especially, on the Glasgow chapbook publisher, Brash & Reid).  He also 
produced over one hundred and ten book reviews, sometimes under the 
pseudonyms of ‘Alexander Fraser’ or ‘Arthur Davidson Ross’, or even in one 
hilarious case reviewing McGonagall, A Literary Omnibus, as ‘Guielmus 
McGonagallus, secundus’.

Since 1990, Ross and his wife Lucie funded the W. Ormiston Roy 
Memorial Visiting Research Fellowship at South Carolina (in memory of 
Ross’s beloved grandfather) to provide travel and a stipend for scholars to 
study for up to five weeks in the University library’s Ross Roy Collection. 
Over twenty scholars from Scottish, European and American institutions 
have benefitted from this generous provision, sometimes working on 
Burns topics, but also other things too. In my own case as Roy Fellow 
in 2002, I was able to research both the American publication of Muriel 
Spark and Burns and the London periodical press. Burnsians among the 
Roy Fellows have included Donald Low, Robert Carnie, Kenneth Simpson, 
Carol McGuirk, R. D. S. Jack, Fred Freeman, Valentina Bold, Kirsteen McCue, 
Thomas Keith, Corey Andrews, Pauline Mackay, and Stephen Brown. In 
recent years, a scheme of ‘Roy Lecturers’ was opened up from the original 
fund to bring to South Carolina speakers of the calibre of Ian Duncan, Ted 
Cowan, Robert Crawford and Nigel Leask.

In 2010 the Universities Committee for the Teaching of Scottish 
Literature, with financial collaboration from what was then the Scottish 
Arts Council established a medal in Professor Roy’s name to be awarded 
annually for excellence in postgraduate research.  It was a delight to his 
many friends and colleagues when Professor Roy himself was in Scotland 
to present the inaugural award, for a PhD thesis on a textual edition of 
Walter Scott’s poetry. This was merely the latest in a series of distinctions 
marking the esteem manifested for Ross. He was awarded honorary 
doctorates by both the University of Edinburgh (2004) and the University 
of Glasgow (2009), as well as a rare ‘Lifetime Achievement Award’ by the 
Eighteenth-Century Scottish Studies Society in 2003 at a special dinner 
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in Charleston. All of these marks of distinction reflected the fact that he 
was a generous mentor and source of advice to scholars at all stages in 
their careers. Friends also remember his mischievous sense of humour and 
his reputation as an indefatigable collector of books. I recall one occasion 
when he sent up both the current writer and himself. When I mentioned to 
an American audience that I was keen to find a book of which currently not 
a trace could be found I also offered ‘a slap-up meal’ to anyone who could 
find me this edition. The gathering dissolved in laughter as a familiar voice 
piped up, ‘And I’ll give you TWO slap-up meals if you bring it to me instead!’

 In his scholarship, in his collection, in the Roy fellowships and 
lectureships, in Studies in Scottish Literature, in the G. Ross Roy medal and 
in the fond memories of friends and colleagues G. Ross Roy lives on.
(Endnotes)

1  For a bibliography of G. Ross Roy, see Patrick Scott with Justin Mellette, ‘Publications by G. Ross Roy, a 
Checklist, 1953-2011’ in  Patrick Scott  & Kenneth Simpson (eds.), Robert Burns & Friends: Essays by W. 
Ormiston Roy Fellow presented to G. Ross Roy (University of South Carolina Libraries: Columbia, S.C., 
2012), pp.163-180.

My Friendship with Ross Roy

I do not recall when I first became aware of the Ross Roy collection, it 
was quite early into my Burns enthusiasm, maybe around 1975, and by 
the time I first met Professor Roy, at the Federation Conference of 1987 
in Edinburgh, I had corresponded sporadically with him as I had already 
some pretence as a collector of books about Burns.  I am not the most 
dutiful of correspondents and I remember his cheery remark to me on 
meeting, that I was a letter in his debt.  We spoke briefly about his great 
collection, although I had little real comprehension of the extent of this, 
and he casually mentioned that he had once sold one of his two Kilmarnock 
editions to fund further acquisitions. 

When it was announced that the 2001 Federation Conference was 
to be held in Atlanta GA I immediately got a map out to see where that 
was in relation to Columbia SC with a view to making an excursion from 
conference to see the collection.  Reluctantly I concluded that a round trip 
of over 400 miles with sufficient time to see the collection put that day trip 
out of the question and my plans for Atlanta were abandoned before they 
had started.  When, a few weeks before the conference date, I learned that 
there was to be an exhibition of some treasures from the Roy collection 
in Atlanta for the conference I restarted my planning and made the trip. It 



Burns Chronicle 2014 My Friendship with Ross Roy 9

was an outstanding Conference, enhanced in some considerable measure 
by the exhibition from the Roy collection mounted at the Woodruff Library 
at Emory University and a great symposium organised by Ross and USC to 
entertain and edify the delegates.

I spent almost all my spare time that week in the amazing exhibition 
viewing the manuscripts, including two letters from Sylvander to Clarinda 
and other rare manuscripts and books that had been brought from the Roy 
Collection to Atlanta for this special showing.

Indirectly from my Atlanta trip, I started a sporadic email correspondence 
with Les Strachan from Virginia and in Summer of 2004 he finished an 
email with a brief mention that he was going to USC the next month where 
notable Burns academics were to attend an event. My curiosity aroused, I 
enquired further and the upshot was that on a Thursday in August I flew 
out of Edinburgh to arrive in Columbia in time for a dinner hosted by Frank 
and Susan Shaw that commenced a weekend colloquium and celebration 
for Ross Roy’s 80th birthday and 15 years of the Roy Collection at USC. 
This was a most marvellous time, not only the papers presented by the 
most eminent scholars gathered to honour Ross on his birthday, but the 
informal gatherings and chats over lunches and coffees with academics 
from around the world gathered in Columbia because there was incredible 
magic there, inspired by Ross and the Roy collection. On conclusion of 
that great weekend I flew out of Columbia on Sunday after the best Burns 
weekend I had ever enjoyed.

Over the years since that brief visit my ethereal connection with Ross 
continued, I treasure the letters I have from in, although my contact with 
Columbia is usually emails with his long-time colleague Patrick Scott, (Ross 
didn’t take to the internet until very recently and limited his online activity 
to ebay).  I met Ross again in 2009 while he was in Glasgow to receive his 
Honorary Doctorate from The University of Glasgow, greeting me warmly, 
and then quickly leading me to the bar for a good single malt.  Again when 
I visited Columbia later that year for yet another outstanding weekend 
conference occasioned by the 250th anniversary of the Bard’s birth and 
the launch of the printed catalogue of the G Ross Roy Collection of Robert 
Burns, a volume for which I was privileged to write a brief appreciation for 
the dustcover. We met again in Glasgow in 2010 when he presented the 
first Roy Medal and as always I enjoyed our chat and his warm friendship.  
Ross saw everything Burnsian with an eye and perception honed over a 
lifetime of study, and the detail with which he examined everything that 
came his way gave further insights and interpretations into all aspects of 
Robert Burns’ life and works.  Ross freely shared any recent insight he had 
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gained, readily discussing his thoughts and findings with academics and 
simple club enthusiasts such as myself and giving me further enthusiasm 
for my favoured pursuit.  His support for all shades of Burns enquiry was 
quite inspirational and always encouraging.   My last conversation with 
Ross was during my visit to USC in 2012, just before he left on another 
mammoth excursion to Europe to hunt out rare books and to meet old 
friends.  His health was really giving him problems but he could not be 
daunted as he continued to live life to the fullest possible in pursuit of his 
passion for Robert Burns. 

I attended the Memorial for Professor G Ross Roy in the Hollings Library 
at the University of South Carolina in April 2013.  There was substantial 
gathering of great academics and Burns enthusiasts from across the globe.  
The proceedings were mastered by Dean of Libraries Tom McNally, a select 
group of Ross’s friends and colleagues gave their moving tributes and I was 
honoured to read, in his absence, a message from Dr Kenneth Simpson, 
a long term friend of Prof Roy. There were a couple of Burns songs sung, 
wonderful pictures and photographs displayed and the news was given 
that in memory of Ross, a manuscript of Sweet Afton had been acquired 
for the Roy Collection. Following the memorial there were drinks and 
canapés served, and the company mingled and exchanged their memories 
and reminiscences. Following this, a smaller company went upstairs to the 
Granitville Room where I was invited to give a toast. Ross’s characteristic 
colourful neckties had been mentioned by more than one speaker on the 
day and as I was wearing a tie with the words of Flower of Scotland on it, 
in conclusion I suggested that the chorus lines would be an apt tribute to 
Ross – “Flower of Scotland, when will we see your like again”.  

I had the privilege to call G Ross Roy a friend.
Bill Dawson.
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This memoir, written with the encouragement of Frank Shaw for his series Robert Burns 
Lives!, was one of the last items that Prof. Roy worked on in the months before his death. After 
his death, it was edited for publication by his colleague Patrick Scott.  It is published here with 
permission of Mrs. Lucie Roy and courtesy of Robert Burns Lives! (www.electricscotland.com/
familytree/frank/burns). 

A Canadian Burns Collector: 
W. Ormiston Roy as Remembered by his Grandson

G. Ross Roy

It was through my grandfather, W. Ormiston Roy (1874-1958), a 
landscape gardener, horticulturalist, and book collector, that I first became 
acquainted with Robert Burns.   My relationship with him spread over 
twenty-six years, from the early nineteen-thirties, to the late nineteen-
fifties, and what follows is not a formal biography, but my memories of him 
during those years with some background information about his career 
and his interest in Burns.   

William Ormiston Roy was born in Montreal in 1874 and spent all his 
life there.  He was proud to share a birthday with Winston Churchill; they 
exchanged letters, and like Churchill he was photographed by the famous 
Canadian photographer Yousuf Karsh.   Though friends called him Willie, 
he signed himself W. Ormiston Roy; he told me that initially he had used 
William O. Roy, but that people began calling him Mr O’Roy, thinking that 
he was Irish.  So he began to use the more formal signature (abbreviated 
below to WOR).   One of thirteen children, he was obliged to go to work 
when his father, a gardener, died.  He joined the staff of the Mount Royal 
Cemetery, Montreal’s Protestant burying ground, where he remained 
throughout his working career.   

In 1892 he married Charlotte Sprigings, daughter of the cemetery’s 
Superintendent.   Among the books that I later inherited was one of her 
first gifts to him, before they were married, for Christmas 1890.  This was a 
volume of Burns inscribed to her “friend” W. Ormiston Roy. .   

They had five children, but only three reached maturity.   When his 
father-in-law died, WOR became Superintendent.  Early in life, he became 
interested in landscape architecture, and he transformed the Mount 
Royal Cemetery into one of North America’s most beautiful cemeteries.   
In this, he was influenced by the ideas of the Boston landscape architect 
H.W. Sargent and his cousin the botanist Charles Sprague Sargent.   He 
was also a firm believer in cremation, and arranged to have Canada’s first 
crematorium built. To mark the Mount Royal Cemetery’s 150th anniversary, 
the cemetery and McGill-Queens University Press issued a very attractive 
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book about its history, in which William Ormiston Roy plays a prominent 
role.   

Probably based, in part, on what he had done to the Mount Royal 
Cemetery, WOR began to develop a landscape business with private clients 
and businesses, taking on outside consulting commissions.  Among other 
clients, he worked for the Prime Minister of Canada, Henry Lyon Mackenzie 
King, for the nature writer (and Whitman enthusiast) John Burroughs in 
upstate New York, and on Henry Ford’s property at Dearborn, Michigan.   
Rather than take a fee from Ford, WOR had an agreement that when he 
was in Great Britain, which he visited annually, the Ford Company would 
supply him with a car and driver.  

This is where I come into the story.  In 1932, when I was eight years old, 
my grandfather asked my parents if they would allow him to take me along 
with him to Great Britain.  They agreed, and this trip started a relationship 
which lasted until his death in 1958.  One of the highlights of the trip for 
a boy was being allowed, in Stirling, to hold in his hand William Wallace’s 
sword—it was much too heavy for me to brandish.     It was on this trip 
that WOR purchased Robert Burns’ wooden porridge bowl, now in the Roy 
Collection 

My grandfather knew several of the leading writers and poets in 
Scotland, and so at an early age I received an introduction to current 
Scottish literature and developed what has remained a continuing interest 
of mine to this day. One visit was to the Scots-language poet Charles Murray, 
author of Hamewith (1900), which includes his poem “Gin I was God,” where 
God looks down at humanity and decides to start again.  During the trip, I 
was made to memorize several contemporary Scottish poems which I had 
to recite later when I returned home.   I was also outfitted with a tweed 
jacket and kilt which I unwillingly wore back home on special occasions. 

I recall that we spent several days at Queensferry Inn, and I enjoyed 
going down to the wharf to see the ferry come and go.  All things come to 
an end, however, and my grandfather and I sailed from Southampton to 
New York and home to Montreal. 

It was on trips to Scotland such as this that WOR got to know many 
of the leading Burnsians of the interwar period, including John McVie, 
then secretary of the Burns Federation, and Duncan M’Naught. In the later 
1930s, he was one of those involved in trying to help the German Burns 
scholar Hans Hecht when he had been deprived of his professorship at 
Gottingen by the Nazis and came to Scotland as a political refugee.  

WOR was a person of wide interests.  He bred collie dogs and once won 
best of show at New York’s Westminster Kennel Club, the most important 
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American show.  He won trophies 
at the winter sport of curling.   He 
also won the Banks Medal from the 
Royal Horticultural Society at Kew 
Gardens in London. In the 1920s 
he started planting peonies, with 
extensive fields in the Montreal 
area as well as farms in Champlain, 
NY, and Uniontown, Alabama.   In 
1935, he took my sister Anne and 
me with him down to Uniontown 
when he went to oversee the 
harvesting of the peonies.  

During my school years, my 
parents moved to the suburbs 
of Montreal.  When I returned to 
university, after war service as a 
Navigator in the Royal Canadian 
Air Force, on loan to the Royal 
Air Force, I was faced each day 
with a train ride, followed by a 
streetcar ride and then a bus ride.  

My grandfather lived walking distance from the university, and by then 
had lost his wife, my grandmother, so I moved in with him.  Although he 
pretended to mock me for attending university, he was proud of me, and 
spoke highly of me to others when I was not around.   He liked to quote 
Burns on a college education when the bard said of those who went to 
“college-classes” that they “gang in stirks [bullocks] and come out asses.”

WOR collected books on a variety of topics, and it was from him and 
a couple of other people that I learned how to collect as well as the joy of 
the chase.   But he not only collected books, he read them.   At mealtime 
and when I was driving him we very frequently discussed literature.  This 
was a new experience to me.   Both my parents read and my maternal 
grandmother had quite a large library, but to them reading was a personal 
activity, not discussed with others.   And so when I moved in with my 
grandfather, I entered a whole new world.

WOR preferred poetry to prose, and this was reflected in his collecting, 
although there would have been plenty of room for fiction in his large 
house.  He was not particularly fond of Shakespeare. I still have his eleven-
volume set, but none of the volumes is marked.  In other instances, WOR 

G Ross Roy, 1932



14 G. Ross Roy Burns Chronicle 2014

annotated books he owned, usually at the back.   These comments make 
fascinating reading, showing a keen intellect at work. 

Soon after I moved in, the topic turned to Robert Burns and as long 
as I was with WOR the conversation constantly included references to 
the poet.   My grandfather knew Burns and could quote him at will.   He 
once told me that he had never had an experience in life for which he was 
unable to find an appropriate quotation from Burns.   And so for several 
years, I was regaled by sometimes very witty quotations from the poet. 
I also helped him find books to add to his collection. By then, WOR was 
elderly, so I usually visited the bookshops on my own, but I was happy to 
have my grandfather pay for books I found.

Unlike many Burnsians, WOR could claim that in forty years he had 
never given a talk about Burns. His only surviving written comments about 
the poet are a short typescript talk written sometime after World War II. 
Explicitly influenced by William Stewart’s pre-World War I book on the 
same topic, WOR praises Burns as the first poet to discover the importance 
of the Common People:

“This is part of the real abiding service which Burns rendered 
to humanity. He saw them as no one else had ever seen 
them; as they had not even seen themselves. He was the first 
to say “: A man’s a man for a’ that”--...What a discovery! The 
power of man! Compared to this, the explosion of an atom 
bomb appears like a noisy stunt. 
“While there is no poet—who is so truly a national poet, yet 
there is none who has done so much to break down national 
boundaries and destroy racial antipathies....In these days, all 
kinds of people seek to associate themselves with the name 
of Robert Burns, but no opponent of liberty—no traitor to 
democracy has the right to claim that Burns is on his side.”

One could not be with Willie without some of this infectious enthusiasm 
rubbing off, and before long I became interested in Robert Burns.   Two-
thirds of a century has elapsed but the interest has not waned.  I was able 
to follow up another of WOR’s literary enthusiasms when I included Walt 
Whitman in my master’s thesis at the University of Strasbourg.  However, 
when I was accepted at the University of Paris (Sorbonne) and proposed a 
thesis on Burns, I  was told that there was already one—Auguste Angellier’s.  
And so for a time my academic interest in Burns was put on hold.

My grandfather’s extensive library reflected his interests, and naturally 
Burns played a major role in the collection.  He told me that he purchased 
a Kilmarnock edition in 1939 for £100.   He sent it to a Burns expert for 



Burns Chronicle 2014 W. Ormiston Roy 15

verification.   Meanwhile World War II broke out and he had to leave for 
home as rapidly as possible, without the Kilmarnock. Some time after 
1939 he tried to contact the person to whom he had sent the volume.   
Unfortunately the man had died, and the family treated WOR like a 
charlatan who was trying to make off with a prized book.   He was dead 
before I bought my copy to replace it. 

While in Strasbourg I met Lucie  Jehl, and we were married there in 1954.  
Because of an automobile accident, my parents were unable to come over, 
so my grandfather served as my witness in the civil wedding which had to 
precede a religious wedding in France.  When Lucie and I left Strasbourg 
and moved to Montreal, we saw my grandfather quite frequently. After 
we returned to France for me to work on my doctorate at the Sorbonne, 
WOR came over to Europe to attend the first meeting of the Food and 
Agriculture Organization in Rome, and visited us in Strasbourg for a couple 
of days. When he went to the station to catch his train for Paris, Lucie and I 
went along to the station.  We parted with a handshake.  Nothing was said, 
but somehow we both knew that we would not meet again.  I returned to 
my in-laws and wept.

WOR died in 1958.   Lucie, Madeleine and I were already on our way 
home to Canada when a telegraph reached me telling me this.  I believe 
that he was trying to hold out until I arrived.  Those present when he passed 
away told me that the last word that he uttered was my name.

My grandfather left a considerable estate which went to his two living 
children—my uncle William Wallace Roy and my father Archibald Carlyle 
Roy.   The one item treated differently from the general estate was his 
library, which he left to me. The different groups of books, sometimes very 
large, were divided up and dispersed in various ways.  An important group 
of horticultural volumes was gifted to the Montreal Botanical Garden.   I 
kept the general literature for myself.  But the collection was still too large, 
so I held an auction among graduate students and donated the proceeds 
to the Cancer Society, because that was the disease from which WOR had 
died.

What interested me most in what I had inherited was the Scottish 
literature, particularly the Burns books.   One could say that the Roy 
Collection began in 1958, with that inheritance, but I date the collection’s 
beginning back to 1890, when my grandmother gave WOR the book 
previously mentioned.     Even though I had helped WOR build it, I was 
astonished by the collection of which I had become the proud owner.   
Several packages containing books purchased by WOR when he was over 
for my wedding had not even been opened.  There was of course no longer 
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a Kilmarnock edition, but I believe there were already seven 1787 editions.  
Slowly I began to sort through the material. This was not an easy 

task because in 1958, before Egerer’s Burns bibliography, there was 
no comprehensive guide to identifying Burns editions and no way of 
knowing exactly what had been printed.  Partly for reasons of space, I sold 
my own collection of Canadian literature and used the proceeds to buy a 
Kilmarnock to replace the one he had lost.  Today Kilmarnocks rarely come 
up for sale, but in 1961 when I wanted one, I wrote to three Scottish dealers 
and was offered two by return mail.  I paid a good deal more than the £100 
my grandfather had paid, but far less than the selling price of a Kilmarnock 
today.  I have gone on adding to the collection, which is now six or more 
times bigger than the one I inherited.

I like to think back on the things I have done with WOR and the gifts I 
have had from him, going from the eight-year-old boy walking the deck of 
a steamer to that last handshake at the railway station in Strasbourg.  Of all 
the gifts my grandfather gave me over a long life, the greatest was his love. 
Many years later, after I transferred the Burns collection to the University 
of South Carolina, Lucie and I established a W. Ormiston Roy Visiting 
Fellowship named for him for scholars to come and work on Burns. Later 
still, as the frontispiece in the published catalogue to the Burns collection, 
I chose the Karsh portrait of my grandfather.  
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W. Ormiston Roy, by Yousuf Karsh
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Robert Burns, James Johnson, and the manuscript of  
“The German Lairdie”1 

Patrick Scott

It has long been recognized that Robert Burns’s collecting work on 
Scottish song concerned not only words but also airs.  Both for James 
Johnson’s Scots Musical Museum (from 1787 on) and George Thomson’s Select 
Collection of Original Scottish Airs (beginning in 1793), his correspondence 
shows him both discussing the traditional airs for which he was collecting, 
improving or writing text and also, at least occasionally, reporting how 
he had learnt of a particular air or version of an air. What has been more 
difficult to pin down has been how and to what extent he himself supplied 
music to his two editor-publishers in written form.  As James C. Dick long 
ago remarked, “The MSS. of most of his historical and traditionary airs have 
disappeared, except for two or three pieces in his hand.”2  Any fragments 
that can now be located are therefore potentially of great research interest.

Among recent additions to the University of South Carolina’s G. Ross 
Roy Collection is a small piece of manuscript music, headed “The German 
Lairdie” in what is unmistakably Burns’s hand.  The manuscript fragment 
itself measures approximately 23.8 x 7.8 cms. It is mounted on slightly larger 
piece of later, probably late Victorian or early 20th century paper, clearly 
itself cut from a still larger sheet.  With it is a second piece of manuscript, 
20.7 x 6.8 cms., in another, later hand, mounted on a piece of acidic card cut 
from a larger sheet, which reads: 

Burns’ Auto:
Written by Robert Burns and given by him to James Johnson 
the publisher of the “Scots Musical Museum,” in which the 
poet took such a deep interest, and to which he originally 
contributed some of his best songs.

Burns’s words to the air, beginning “What merriment has taen the 
Whigs?,” confirm its Jacobite connection.3 In the Jacobite Relics James Hogg 
provides a much longer variant, beginning “What murrain now has ta’en 
the Whigs,” taken from Walter Scott’s collection.4 Kinsley acknowledges 

1  The manuscript described here is reproduced by courtesy of the University of South Carolina 
Libraries. I had planned to co-author this note with Prof. G. Ross Roy.  I should like to acknowledge 
helpful feedback on my draft from Prof. Murray Pittock and Dr. Kirsteen McCue, though neither is to 
be held responsible for my conclusions.  

2  James C. Dick, The Songs of Robert Burns (orig. publ. 1903: Hatboro, PA: Folklore Associates, 1962), xi 
n. 1. 

3  James Kinsley, ed., Poems and Songs of Robert Burns, 3 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969), II: 893, 
item 605; cf. also Donald A. Low, ed., Songs of Robert Burns (London: Routledge, 1993), 894-895. 

4  James Hogg, ed., The Jacobite Relics of Scotland, Being the Songs, Airs, and Legends of the Adherents 
of the House of Stuart, [First Series], ed. Murray G. H. Pittock, Stirling/South Carolina Edition, vol. 10 
(Edinburgh: Edinburgh Univ. Press, 2002), 146-147, and Hogg’s note on p. 296.  
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that Burns’s words are probably an abridgement of an older text, and his 
scepticism about the text Hogg provides is rebutted by Murray Pittock’s 
more detailed list of much earlier manuscript and printed sources.5  Burns’s 
derivative and rather perfunctory version is not among his better songs, 
and Johnson never actually included it in the Scots Musical Museum. It is 
not indexed by Egerer, who aimed to note (and index) the first published 
appearance of all Burns items through 1900, and I have found it in none of 
the standard nineteenth-century editions.6  Both Dick (Song 349, pp. 336-
337) and Kinsley took their text from manuscript, from the collection of 
Burns-Johnson correspondence in the British Library, the Hastie MS., which 
had been bequeathed to the then-British Museum in 1858 by Archibald  
Hastie, M.P..7 Burns’s words had, however, been printed long before Dick 
published them, indeed even before Hastie’s bequest, but had been buried 
among the “Additional Illustrations” to the 1839 Stenhouse edition of 
Johnson.8  

The air, however, may be more significant than the text.  In the 
interleaved edition of the Scots Musical Museum that Burns gave to Robert 
Riddell, he had commented on “The German Lairdie” air. He was praising 
“Mr. Marshall, ... the first composer of strathspeys of the sge,” and then adds:

I have been told by somebody who had it of Marshall himself, 
that he took the idea of his three most celebrated pieces ... 
from the old air, “The German Lairdie.”9

In 1903, Dick believed that Burns had captured a version of this Jacobite 
air that had eluded all other collectors: 

The tune, from the MS. of Burns now in the possession of John 
Adamson, Esq., of Brooklands, Dumfries, is not in any printed 
collection, is quite unknown, and is now printed for the first 
time (Dick 496).  
       

5  Kinsley, III:1521; Pittock in Jacobite Relics, First Series, 466-467, and cf. also Murray Pittock, “Burns and 
Jacobite Song,” in Kenneth Simpson, ed., Love and Liberty (East Linton: Tuckwell, 1997), 308-314 (p. 
311).  

6  J. W. Egerer, A Bibliography of Robert Burns (Edinburgh: Oliver and Boyd, 1964).  
7  British Library Add. MS 22307, f. 144v; cf. “The Late Mr. Hastie’s Will,” Times (November 18, 1857); 

12A. Margaret M. Smith and Penny Bouhmela, Index of English Literary Manuscripts, III:1 (London: 
Mansell, 1986), 125 (BuR 339) record Dick as the first publication; Andrew Noble and Patrick Scott 
Hogg,  in The Canongate Burns (Edinburgh: Canongate,  2001), I:937, head it as “First printed in Barke, 
1955.”

8  The Scotish Musical Museum  ... originally published by James Johnson  ... and now Accompanied with 
Copious Notes ... by the late William Stenhouse with some Additional Illustrations, 6 vols.  (Edinburgh: 
Blackwood; London: Cadell, 1839), V: 455.  .

9  R. H. Cromek, ed., Reliques of Robert Burns: consisting chiefly of original letters, poems, and critical 
observations on Scottish songs  (London: Cadell and Davies, 1808), 260-261. 
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Dick did not however print the Burns air unaltered: 
The music from the MS. is obviously imperfect, and wants 
two bars in each of the two sections to complete the rhythm. 
These I have added by repeating the fifth bar and doubling 
the measure of the sixth in each of the two sections (ibid.)

Beside the music itself, Dick described his version as “Corrected from 
Burns’s MS.” (Dick, 336). Neither Kinsley nor Low had located the Adamson 
manuscript, and they both therefore had to rely on Dick in printing Burns’s 
air, though Low notes that Dick had “revised” it.   

The mention of Adamson, however, makes it clear that the fragment 
now in the Roy Collection is indeed the same one used by Dick, and its 
reappearance will therefore allow future editors to work from Dick’s source, 
rather than his altered version.  A few years before Dick’s book, Adamson 
had loaned his “German Lairdie” manuscript for display in the great 
Glasgow Exhibition of 1896, and it is listed in the exhibition catalogue, 
though without illustration.10 Though the printed catalogue entry differs in 
tone from the handwritten description that accompanies the manuscript, 
it would seem likely that the description, and perhaps also  the mounting 
itself, dates from the time of the exhibition loan. After Dick had used it, it 
seems to have disappeared for most of the century, till it was auctioned by 
Phillips in 1992, and bought by a British dealer.  In September 2012, it was 
purchased for the Roy Collection from Lion Heart Autographs of New York. 

Oddly enough, the other, rather similar, piece of music manuscript that 
Adamson exhibited in 1896, music for Burns’s “Wha is that at my bower 
door,” has since also been offered at auction, and is fully illustrated in the 
accompanying catalogue.11  The later handwritten description with “Wha is 
that at my bower door” is very similar to the one with “The German Lairdie.” 
The reappearance of both Adamson manuscripts together will allow more 
informed discussion of their exact relationship to Burns himself.  No one 
from 1896 onwards has questioned that the two titles are written in Burns’s 
hand; “Wha is that at my bower door” was published in James Johnson’s 
Scots Musical Museum; and given other similarities there seems therefore 
no reason to doubt the provenance indicated in Adamson’s notes, that both 
these music manuscripts were indeed sent by Burns to Johnson.  

Where opinion has differed over the years has been about whether 

10  Memorial Catalogue of the Burns Exhibition Held in the Galleries of the Royal Glasgow Institute of the 
Fine Arts .. 1896 (Glasgow: William Hodge, 1898), 150; item 1025.  

11  “Wha is that at my bower door”: The Roy Davids Collection, Part II, Poetry ... vol. 1: A-K,  Wednesday 10 
April 2013 (London: Bonhams, 2013), 92-93 (lot 81); cf. Memorial Catalogue, 156; item 1063. Though 
the Davids catalogue does not note it, this fragment had been reproduced over eighty years ago, 
but had been confusingly miscaptioned as “The Wee German Lairdie”: see Catherine Carswell, The 
Life of Robert Burns (London: Chatto and Windus, 1930), facing p. 416. For Burns’s song, see Scots 
Musical Museum, part 4 (1792), song 337; Dick,164, 413-4 (without noting the Adamson MS); Kinsley 
II:356.
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the music is also in Burns’s autograph.  Dick clearly believed, or at least 
implied, that this was Burns’s manuscript hand, and neither Kinsley nor 
Low seems to question his assertion.  However, with so little Burns musical 
manuscript available for comparison, others have been more cautious.  
Serge Hovey, excited by Dick’s implication that he had taken “The German 
Lairdie” “from an original Burns manuscript (i.e. from the poet’s own musical  
handwriting),” did not doubt “the authenticity of the tune,” but nonetheless 
noted that “The MS has since been lost.”12  The Memorial Catalogue entries 
hedge their bets, describing the two items in identical words as “Music for 
... with title in the handwriting of Burns.”  The Phillips cataloger in 1992 stuck 
with the same description, making no claim as to the music being in Burns’s 
autograph.  

In the recent Bonham’s catalogue, however, the veteran manuscript 
expert Roy Davids is quite clear that, in the parallel manuscript for “Wha is 
that at my bower door,” Burns himself wrote both title and tune, together 
with the instruction “Lively.” If Davids’s attribution is accepted, then there 
is a basis for reassessing also the musical hand in “The German Lairdie” 
as also potentially Burns’s own.  The two Adamson music manuscripts, so 
briefly and tantalizingly listed in the Memorial Catalogue, have represented 
a question-mark on the margins of Burns editing. With publication of the 
Roy Davids/Bonham’s catalogue and this note, scholars of Burns’s music 
now have available illustrations of both Adamson manuscripts, and so the 
materials with which to carry discussion further. 

12  Serge Hovey archive: Songs of Burns, vol. 8, part 2, item 3 (Irvin Department, University of South 
Carolina Libraries).

Roy festschrift on SSL website
The Roy festschrift Robert Burns & Friends (presented to Prof. Roy 
on his 88th birthday in August 2012) has now been reissued on the 
Web as SSL vol 37: http://scholarcommons.sc.edu/ssl/vol37/iss1/.    
Studies in Scottish Literature is an international refereed journal, founded 
by Prof. G. Ross Roy in 1963, and now published in both print and digital 
versions.   The journal was formally transferred to the University of South 
Carolina Libraries, under new editorship, in July 2012, and the first of the 
‘new’ volumes was published in September 2012. Vols. 13-34 were also 
released as a free searchable digital version, through the libraries’ Scholar 
Commons site (http://scholarcommons.sc.edu/ssl/.) In the past nine 
months there have been over 37,000 full text downloads of articles from 
these volumes.  Volumes 35-36 were recently added to the digital version; 
volume 39 imminent; and volumes 1-12 will be uploaded over the coming 
months.
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Robert Burns’ Second Commonplace Book
Bill Dawson

Whereas other Manuscript Journals of Robert Burns, his First 
Commonplace Book of 1783, the Tour Journals and the Glenriddell 
Manuscripts have been fully published as standalone complete texts, 
with analysis and comment, Burns’ Second Commonplace Book (2CPB) 
has only been published in facsimile or short excerpts. There was one 
attempt at substantial publication, over five monthly parts from March – 
July in Macmillan’s Magazine of 1879.  The five-part article was written by 
William Jack, a very fragmented transcription with extensive commentary 
and asides; not the most straightforward or easy reference to the Second 
Commonplace Book, and in an extremely rare magazine.  There follows in 
this Chronicle a complete text of this overlooked Burns manuscript volume, 
for the ready reference of the Burns enthusiast and scholar. 

The Second Commonplace Book, sometime referred to as “The 
Edinburgh Journal”  is a folio manuscript book, of around 170 leaves, 13” x 
8¼“, quarter leather in marbled boards.  The pages to 100 are numbered in 
ink, up to number 40 are filled with manuscript – pages 23-26 and 41-58 
are missing.  There are 36 pages in Burns’ hand.

There are many additional marks on the various pages, names on the 
flyleaf etc, printer’s guides, editor’s notes etc.  These insertions are not dealt 
with in this transcription but the many strike-outs are shown, with the 
inserts in superscript following after where these occur rather than directly 
over (for technical reasons).  Where the long s occurs, modern notation is 
employed. Page breaks are noted in red throughout the transcript. 

The pages are numbered. Up to p28 the position of the numbering 
is random, being placed among the written lines in any available space. 
Thereafter the number appears in the top outside corner.  I thus conjecture 
that the book was only numbered after page 28 was started.

Tipped into the book is a letter from James Stillie, a well known 
antiquarian bookseller of Edinburgh, dated 20th June 1864, giving an 
outline of the contents and brief description of the work. He noted that 
there were many differences between the poems in the 2CPB and the 
published versions and, that Extempore to Mr Gavin Hamilton, p29 and 
Versicles on Signposts p22 were by Burns and unpublished and that 
“Elegy (strait is the spot) p8 also was evidently by Burns but unpublished, 
Alexander Smith came to similar conclusions and inserted these, including 
the last, in his edition of 1865. However recent scholarship knows that Elegy 
is by Rev John Mackenzie of Portpatrick published in 1769.  Stillie makes 
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no mention in his description of missing pages. Scott Douglas however, 
noted that it had passed through many hands and, at each, pages were 
removed. Alexander Smith editor of the Golden Treasury edition of 1865, 
had it, and then to Macmillans his publisher. Alex Macmillan retained 
possession through 1877 when Scott Douglas looked over it, to 1879 for 
Jack’s articles for Macmillan’s Magazine and George Macmillan loaned it 
to the great Burns Exhibition in Glasgow in 1896. Ten years later J L Bishop 
gifted it to Burns Cottage at Alloway.

For an 18th century gentleman, a Commonplace Book was quite a usual 
volume to keep, mostly for jotting down items of interest and extracts of 
what was read. This was not the natural course for the son of a farmer but 
in April 1783 Burns commenced his First Commonplace Book (1CPB). A 
simple affair, 44 pages roughly stitched together, starting with a highly 
literary pen-portrait of himself, leanings toward an image of “ill-educated 
ploughman”, and he then follows with a couple of quotes from Shenstone.  
Three years before the Kilmarnock Edition, he writes for someone in 
the distant future that may happen upon his “scrapbook” of poems and 
thoughts. 

When he commences his Second, he has had the success of Kilmarnock, 
and on 9th April 1787 he has corrected the last proofs of his second or 
Edinburgh Edition at the printer and publication is imminent.  He had 
enjoyed the £50+ income from Kilmarnock and has with 3000 copies, 3250 
copies as per Professor Ross Roy’s deductions, in the press and only 12 
days away from being sold at 5 or 6 shillings, subscribed or unsubscribed 
respectively. Perhaps he was speculating on a future income of over £800 
coming, a considerable fortune at the time. In today’s terms, using Clark 
McGinn’s useful guide of currency equivalence in the recently published 
4th Edition of the Burns Encyclopaedia, this amounts to over £200,000  Did 
this future financial comfort suggest to Burns that he was established on 
the Edinburgh literary scene and perhaps thinking he was there to stay?  

Burns commences with his statement of intent to note down 
descriptions of characters he had met in Edinburgh, 

“As I have seen a good deal of human life in Edinr, a great many 
characters which are new to one bred up in the shades of life as I have 
been, I am determined to take down my remarks on the spot.”

Again the allusion to his ungifted roots.  Is this Burns drafting for a 
future publication?  He had been corresponding with Dr Moore, and maybe 
was keen to copy his volume describing people and places. However the 
character of the book changes over the pages revealing that Burns had 
not fixed on anything. Of the 36 pages around six are this type of character 
sketch and comment on life. These appear in the early pages. There are 24 
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pages of his verses. Interestingly, on page 3 we find: 

This is the only manuscript of this famous song, an early draft of “There 
Was A Lad”. First published in Reliques of Robert Burns in 1808 by Robert 
Cromek who asserts he did not see the 2CPB, but obviously had access to a 
final version, now lost. Along the bottom of the page there is reference to 
the date; - “January 25th, the date of my Bardship’s vital existence”.

The book returns to commentary on life and characters of Edinburgh, 
there is the transcription of “Elegy” and then suddenly we find Burns in 
Ellisland 14 months later in June 1788, noting thoughts on his situation. 
On June 16 1788 he transcribes a letter, to David Erskine, Earl of Buchan, 
which he had sent February 7th 1787, and follows with one to Archibald 
Montgomerie 11th Earl of Eglington from the same period. He obviously 
considered these superior letters, worthy of preservation and indeed the 
Buchan letter was published in April 1791. There are also verse epistles, 
two to Robert Graham of Fintry, and one titled Extempore to Gavin 
Hamilton, some of these copies of works and letters completed previous 
to making the entry. And on page 32 into page 33 are the verses, To The 
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Nightingale, by Mrs Ann Hunter, sent to Burns by Prof James Gregory of 
Edinburgh. She was the wife of Dr John Hunter the famous Scots surgeon 
and anatomist in London. Here again is Burns treatment of this volume as 
a true commonplace book, noting pieces of interesting verse, Mrs Hunter 
was a friend of Haydn who set some of her songs to music. 

Speculating on the contents of the missing pages; Page 22 has Versicles 
on Sign Posts, the complete poem; Page 27 has the last four lines of the 
Ode to Mrs Oswald, so the 30 other lines of that piece account at least for 
the missing page 26. An index, in another hand, is briefly started on a rear 
page, 

This indicates that Birthday Ode, (Afar the illustrious exile roams) had 
been started on missing page 24. If it were the entire poem of 59 lines, 
would have occupied another two of the missing four pages. Currie only 
published a fragment and Stillie makes no mention of unpublished verses 
suggesting it must have been missing before his view of the 2CPB in 1864.

The pages from 41 onwards appear to have been removed while the 
volume was in Liverpool with the Currie family, probably by William Wallace 
Currie as mementos presented to friends and visitors. Perhaps pp23-26 
fared likewise. The content of the other missing pages is a mystery. After 
page 40, 18 pages are missing and Page 40 finishes with the conclusion of 
Elegy to Matthew Henderson. As a speculative suggestion of what might 
have been on the other missing pages; Burns wrote to Robert Graham of 
Fintry, September 4th 1790 with his poem, in this finished state, Burns 
wrote Tam O’ Shanter around November 1790, and sent the finished state 
of that great narrative to Francis Grose on 1st December.    That text could 
possibly have occupied around 8 pages.

The volume is currently in The Robert Burns Birthplace Museum, having 
been in the care of the Cottage Museum since 1906, gifted by J L Bishop of 
York.    Although William Jack’s account of the provenance is confused and 
illogical, we may be sure Dr Currie had it, retained it along with many other 
Burns documents and passed them on to his son William Wallace Currie.  
In the Puttick and Simpson sale of 1862 Lot 339 is described “Autograph 
Memoranda or Common Place Book of Prose and Poetry, a folio volume, 
the MS occupying pp.1 to 40 the rest blank”  so can we reasonably assume 
that pages 41+ had been removed prior to that sale. 
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What can we make of these 36 pages of manuscript started in 1787? 
Perhaps this was a prospective move towards a new literary venture, but 
then it was obviously laid aside because the next date we get is June 1788, 
In Ellisland. First there comes half a dozen pages of Edinburgh characters 
and more than a year later we get to page 11. Is it still a literary exercise, 
- for his own amusement – or for our reading 226 years later, or was there 
some future edition of prose in mind?  It is intermingled with poetry, then 
a couple of elegant letters and we are back mostly to poetry, Are these 
choicest pieces, his pick to save for posterity?  Then comes a change, 
poems with alteration, and even rewrites; His poem sent to Robert Graham 
of Fintry seeking a commission in the Excise, dated Sept 8th 1788 on pp.17-
20,  has several strikes-outs and re-written lines as if it was refined before the 
final version. It is included with the letter of the 10th September.  So if this 
was a first draft, or at least a draft before the final, he may have considered 
it sufficiently complete to place it in the 2CPB. But then thought again so 
the fair copy book is spoiled, it became simply a notebook??

Just before this he has inserted on page 16 “Written in Carse Hermitage”, 
the lines to Robt Graham start on p17 and finish with one stanza on p20, 
and immediately on page 20, “Alteration of the lines written in Carse 
Hermitage”, but this is dated Dec 23rd 1788, the book had been laid aside 
for nearly 4 months. On p 21 there are several strike outs and re-writes. 

The material Burns inserted indicates that this book moved with him 
as his life moved through phases, from character sketching in Edinburgh, 
personal thoughts and comments from the early days in Ellisland, collecting 
his best pieces that would not, he thought at that time, be published. To us 
now, it gives a lead on some aspects of the turns of Burns life. 

The first volume of the new edition of Burns complete works, under the 
Editorship of Prof Nigel Leask of the University of Glasgow will be published 
early in 2014. Dealing with Burns prose writings, other than his letters and 
including the Commonplace Books, it will give an authoritative text of the 
2CPB.  That edition will be a great asset to Burns study at all levels but not 
everyone will have the academic tome and  I trust that publishing a readily 
accessed version in the Burns Chronicle will be of value to Burnsians.

The following transcription of Robert Burns Second Commonplace 
Book was executed from the original manuscript volume held by the 
Robert Burns Birthplace Museum at Alloway and I am indebted to the 
National Trust for Scotland for facilitating my many visits to Allowayin this 
pursuit. Images from the book are presented here courtesy of the NTS.          
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Robert Burns Second Common Place Book
The text published here in its entirety for the first time

EDINr, April, ninth, 1787            
As I have seen a good deal of human life in Edinr, a great many characters 
which are new to one bred up toin the shades of life as I have been, I am 
determined to take down my remarks on the spot. – Gray observes in a 
letter of his to Mr. Palgrave, that “Half a word fixed upon or near the spot , 
is worth a cart-load of recollection.”              I don’t know how it is with the 
world in general, but with me, making remarks is by no means a solitary 
pleasure – I want some one to laugh with me, some one to be grave with 
me; some one to please me and help my discrimination with his or her own 
remark, and at times, no doubt, to admire my acuteness and penetration.  
        The World are so busied with selfish pursuits, ambition, vanity, 
interest or pleasure, that very few think it is worth their while to make any 
observation on what passes around them; except where that observation 
is a sucker or branch of the darling plant they are rearing in their fancy. 
             Nor am I sure if not withstanding all the sentimental flights of Novel 
writers & theor sage philosophy of Moralists, if we are capable of so intimate 
and cordial a coalition of friendship as that one of us may pour out his 
bosom, his every thought and floating fancy, his very inmost soul, to anoth 
with unreserved confidence, to another without hazard of losing part of that 
respect man demands from man; or, from the unavoidable imperfections 
attending human nature, of one day repenting his confidence.              
For these reasons, I am determined to make these

(Page 2)
pages my Confidate.             I will sketch every character that any way strikes 
me, to the best of my observation, with unshrinking justice; I will take down 
insert anecdotes and take down remarks, in the old law phrase, without 
fued or favour: where I hit on any thing clever, my own applause will, in 
some measure, feast my vanity; and (begging Patroclus’ and Achates’s 
pardon) I think a lock and key a security at least equally  secure to the bosom 
of any friend whatever.              
My own private story likewise, my amours, my rambles, the smiles and 
frowns of Fortune on my Bardship, my Poems and fragments that must 
never see the light, shall be occasionally inserted : in short, never did 
four shillings purchase so much friendship, since Confidence went first to 
market, or Honesty was set to sale.              
To the seemingly invidious, but too just ideas of human friendship I shall 
cheerfully and truly make one exception             the connection between 
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two persons of different sex, when their interests are united or absorbed 
by the sacred tie of Love            
 “When thought meets thought ere from the lips it part,
 “And each warm wish springs mutual from the heart’
There Confidence, confidence that exalts them the more, in one another’s 
opinion, confidence that endears them the more to one another’s heart, 
unreservedly and luxuriantly “reigns and revels.”     But this is not my lot, 
and if I am in my situation, if I am wise (which by the by I have no great 
chance of being) my fate should be cast with the Psalmists sparrow “To 
watch alone on the house tops”               Oh the pity ! ! !

(Page 3)
A Fragment.     Tune, Daintie Davie,
                                             1

There was a birkie born in Kyle,
But what na day, o’ what na style,
I doubt it’s hardly worth the while

To be sae nice wi’ Davie.
Leeze me on thy curly pow,
      Bonie Davie, dainty Davie;
Leeze me on thy curly pow,
             Thou’se ay my daintie Davie

                                             2
Our Monarch’s hindmost year but ane
Was five an’ twenty days begun,
‘Twas then  blast o’ Janwar win’

Blew Hansel in on Davie.
              Leeze me &c.

                                             3
The Gossip keekit in his loof,
Quo she, wha lives’ll see the proof,
This wallie boy will be nae coof,

I think we’ll ca’ him Davie.
              Leeze me &c.

                                             4
He’ll hae misfortunes great an’ sma’,
But ay a heart aboun them a’;
He’ll gie his Daddies name a blaw,

We’ll a’ be proud o’ Davie.
              Leeze me &c.

                                                                                                                      

Jan 25th, 1759, the date of my Bardship’s vital existence.           
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(Page 4)
                                                 5

But sure as three times three maks nine,
I see by ilka score an’ line,
This chap will dearly like our kin’,

So Leeze me on thee Davie.
                 Leeze me &c.

                                                 6
Guid faith, quo she, I doubt you, Stir,
    Ye’ll gar the lasses lie aspar
         But twenty fauts ye may hae waur;

   So blessings on thee Davie.
                 Leeze me &c.

+  +  +  +  +  +  +  +  +  +  +  +  +  +  +
There are few of the sore evils under the sun give me more uneasiness 
and chagrin than the comparison how a man of genius nay avowed worth is 
received everywhere, with the reception which a meer ordinary character, 
decorated with the trappings and futile distinctions of Fortune, meets  
        Imagine a man of abilities, his breast glowing with honest pride, 
conscious that men are born equal, still giving that “honor to whom 
honor is due”; he meets at a Great man’s table a Squire Something, or a 
Sir Somebody; he knows the noble landlord at heart pays gives the Bard or 
whatever he is a degree o share of his good wishes beyond any at table 
perhaps, yet how will it mortify him to see a fellow whose abilities would 
scarcely have made an eight penny Taylor and whose heart is not worth 
three farthings meet with attention and notice that are  forgot to the Son 
of Genius and Poverty?

(Page 5)
The noble G         lencairn has wounded me to the soul here, because I dearly 
esteem, respect and love him.              He showed so much attention, 
engrossing attention to one day to the only blockhead at table as there 
was none but his lordship, the Dunderpate and myself at table, that I was 
within half a point of throwing down my gauntlet gage of contemptuous 
defiance; but he tookshook my hand and looked so benevolently good at 
parting               God bless him, though I should never see him more, I 
shall love him until my dying day ! I am pleased to think I am so capable of 
the throes of gratitude, as I am miserably defficient in some other virtues.              
With Dr.              Blair I am more at ease.              I never respect him with humble 
veneration; but when he kindly interests himself in my welfare, or, still 
more, when he descends from his pinnacle and meets me on equal ground, 
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my heart overflows with what is called, liking : when he neglects me for 
the meer carcase of Greatness, or when his eye measures the difference of 
our points of elevation, I say to myself with scarcely any emotion, what do 
I care for him or his pomp either?

––––––––––––
It is not easy forming an exact judging of any one, but in my opinion Dr              
Blair is merely an astonishing proof what industry and application can do.              
Natural parts like his are frequently to be met with; his vanity is proverbially 
known among his acquaintances; but he is justly at the head of what 

(Page 6)
may be called, fine writing; and a Critic of the first, the very first rank in 
Prose : even in Poesy, a good P Bard of Nature’s making can only take the 
pas of him.           He has a heart, not of the finest water, but far from being an 
ordinary one.          In short, he is a truly worthy & most respectable character.
Mr. G             Greenfield is a of a superiour order.         The bleedings of humanity, 
the generous resolve, a manly disregard of the paltry subjects of vanity, 
virgin modesty, the truest taste, and a very sound judgement, characterize 
him.          His being the first Speaker I ever heard is perhaps half owing to 
industry        . He certainly possesses no small share of poetic abilities; he is a 
steady, most disinterested friend, without the least affecttation of seeming 
so; and as a companion, his good sense, his joyous hilarity, his sweetness of 
manners and modesty, are the most engagingly charming.
The most perfect character I ever saw is Mr. S       Stuart An exalted judge of the 
human heart, and of composition: one of the very first public speakers; and 
equally capable of generosity as humanity.           His principal discriminating 
feature is; from a mixture of benevolence, strength of mind and manly 
dignity, he not only at heart values,but in his deportment and address 
bears himself to all the Actors, high and low, in the drama of Life, simply as 
they merit in playing.

(Page 7)
their parts.              Wealth, honors, all that is extraneous of the man, have no 
more influence with him than they will have at the Last Day.     His wit, in 
the hour of social hilarity, proceeds almost to good natured waggishness; 
and in telling a story he peculiarly excels.              

The next character I shall mention, is my worthy fie! fie! Bookseller  
Mr C              , is a strange multiform character.             His ruling passions is extreme 
vanity of the left hand kind are, extreme vanity, and something of the more 
harmless modifications of selfishness.           The one, mixed as it often is, 
with great goodness of heart, makes him rush into all public matters, and 
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take every instance of unprotected merit by the hand, provided it is in his 
power to hand it into public notice; the other quality makes him, now and 
then amid all the embarras in which his vanity entangles him, now and 
then to cast half a squint at his own interest.          His parts as a man, his 
deportment as a gentleman, and his abilities as a scholar are much above 
mediocrity.       Of all the Edinr. literati and wits he writes the most like a 
gentleman. pshaw         He does not awe you with the profoundness of the 
philosopher, or strike your eye with the soarings of genius; but he pleases 
you with the handsome turn of his expression, and the polite ease of his 
paragraph.          His social demeanour and powers, particularly at his own 
table, are the most engaging I have ever met with so tis said          On the whole 
he is,

(Page 8)
as I said before, a multiform, but exceeding respectable worthy  character.

                                                                                                                                        
The following Poem is the work of some hapless unknown Son of the 
Muses, who deserved a better fate        . There is a great deal of “The Voice of 
Cona” in his solitary, mournful notes; and had the sentiments been clothed 
in Shenstone’s language they would been no discredit even to that elegant 
Poet.        
               Elegy.                                   

Strait is the spot and green the sod,
From whence my sorrows flow;

And soundly rests the ever dear
Inhabitant below.          

Pardon my transport, gentle Shade,
While o’er this turf I bow!

Thy earthly house is circumscrib’d,
And solitary now!

Not one poor stone to tell thy name,
Or make thy virtues known;

But what avails to me, to thee,
The sculpture of a stone?

I’ll sit down upon this turf,
And wipe away this tear;

The chill blast passes swiftly by,
And flits around thy bier.          
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Dark is the dwelling of the Dead,
And sad their house of rest:

(Page 9)
Low lies the head, by Death’s cold arm

In aweful fold embraced.          

I saw the grim Avenger stand
Incessant by thy side;

Unseen by thee, his deadly breath
Thy lingering frame destroy’d.         

Pale grew the roses on thy cheek,
And wither’d was thy bloom,

Till the slow poison brought thy youth
Untimely to the tomb.          

Thus wasted are the ranks of men,
Youth, Health, and Beauty fall;

The ruthless ruin spreads around,
And overwhelms us all.           

Behold where round thy narrow house
The graves unnumber’d lie!

The multitudes that sleep below
Existed but to die.         

Some, with the tottering steps of Age,
Trode down the darksome way,

And some, in youth’s lamented prime,
Like thee were torn away.          

Yet these, however hard their fate,
Their native earth receives;

Amid their weeping friends they di’d
And fill their father’s graves.          

(Page 10)
From thy lov’d friends where thy first breath

Was taught by Heaven to flow,
Far, far remov’d, the ruthless stroke

Surpris’d and laid thee low.          

From
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At the last limits of our Isle,
Wash’d by the western wave,

Touch’d by thy fate, a thoughtful bard
Sits lonely on thy grave.          

Pensive he eyes, before him spread,
The deep outstretch’d and vast;

His mourning notes are bourne away
Along the rapid blast.          

And while; amid the silent Dead,
Thy hapless fate he mourns;

His own long sorrows freshly bleed,
And all his grief returns.          

Like thee cut off in early youth
And flower of beauty’s pride,

His friend, his first and only joy,
His much lov’d Stella di’d.           

Him too, the stern impulse of Fate
Resistless bears along;

And the same rapid tide shall whelm
The Poet and the Song.          

The tear of pity which he shed,
He asks not to receive;

Let but his poor remain be laid
Obscurely in the grave.          

(Page 11)
His grief-worn heart, with truest joy,

Shall meet the welcome shock;
His airy harp shall lie unstrung

And silent on the rock.          

O my dear maid, my Stella, when
Shall this sick period close;

And lead thy solitary Bard,
To his belov’d repose.
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 Ellisland, 14th June 1788.          Sunday     
This is the third day I have been in this country.      Lord, what is man! What 
a bustling little bundle of passions, appetites, ideas & fancies! and what 
a capricious kind of existence he has here! If legendary stories be true, 
there is indeed an Elsewhere, where as Thomson says “Virtue sole survives”              
    “Tell us, ye Dead

“Will none of you in pity disclose the secret
‘What ‘tis you are, and we must shortly be         
“                          ‘Tis no matter, a little time
“Will make us learned as you are & as close.”          

I am such a coward in Life, so tired of the Service, that I would almost at any 
time with Milton’s Adam

“       gladly lay me in my Mother’s lap,
“And be at peace.”             

but a wife & children, in Poetics, “The fair Partner of my soul, and the 
dear little Pledges of our mutual love” these bind me over to struggle 
with the stream; till some chopping squall overset the silly vessel, 
or in the listless return of years, its own craziness drive it a wreck 
         Farewel, now, to those giddy Follies, those vanished Vices, which, 
though half sanctified by the bewitching levity of Wit & Humour, are at 
best but thriftless idling

(page 12)
with the precious current of Existence; nay, often poisoning the whole, that, 
like the Plains of Jericho, “The water is naught, and the ground barren;” and 
nothing short of a supernaturally gifted Elisha can ever after heal the evils.         
Wedlock, the circumstance that buckles me hardest to care, was what, if 
Virtue & Religion were to be anything with me but meer names, was what in a 
few seasons I must have resolved on; in the present case it was unavoidably 
necessary.      Humanity, Generosity, honest vanity of character, Justice to 
my own happiness for after life so far as it could depend which it surely will a 
great deal on internal peace, all these joined their warmest suffrages, their 
most powerful solicitations with a rooted Attachment, to urge the step I 
have taken.      Nor have I any reason on her part to rue it.      I can fancy how, 
but have never seen where I could have made it better.          Come then, let 
me act up to my favourite Motto, that glorious passage in Young 

                              On Reason build Resolve,
That column of true majesty in man.         

                                                                                                                                                 
June 16th Copy of a letter to Lord Buchanan in answer to a bombast epistle 
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he sent me when I first went to Edin.
My Lord
 the honor your Lordship has done by your notice & advice in yours 
of the 1st Inst. I shall ever gratefully remember.       
“Praise from thy lips ‘tis mine with joy can boast,
“They best can give it who deserve it most”
Your Lordship touches the darling chord of my heart when you advise me 
to fire my Muse at Scottish story & Scottish scenes.         I wish for nothing 
more than to make a leisurely pilgrimage thro’ my native Country; to sit 

(Page 13)
and muse on those once hard-contended fields where Caledonia rejoicing 
saw her bloody lion borne thro’ broken ranks to victory and fame;  and 
catching the inspiration to pour the deathless Name in Song.     But, my 
Lord, in the midst of these delighting, enthusiastic, reveries, a long-
visaged, dry, moral-looking Phantom strides across my imagination, and 
with the frigid air of a declaiming preacher sets off with a text of Scripture,   
    “I Wisdom dwell with Prudence!   “. Friend, I do not come to open the 
ill-closed wounds of your follies & misfortunes, merely to give you pain; I 
wish thro’ these wounds to imprint a lasting lesson on your heart.      I will 
not mention how many of my salutary advices you have despised.      I have 
given you “line upon line, precept upon precept;” ‘but while I have been 
chalking you out the right way to wealth & character, you, with audacious 
effrontery, have zigzagged across the path, contemning me to my face. 
       You know the consequences.         It is not yet three months since Home 
was so hot for your stay, that you were on the wing for the western side of 
the Atlantic; not to make a fortune but to hide your disgrace.           
Now that your much lov’d Scotia, about whom you make such a racket, 
puts it in your powers to return to the situation of your forefathers, will you 
follow these will-o-wisp meteors of fancy & whim till they bring you once 
more to the brink of Ruin? I grant the utmost ground you can occupy is but 
half a step from Want, but it is still half a step from it.         

(Page 14)
If all I can say is ineffectual, let her who seldom calls to you in vain, let 
the call of Pride prevail with you .        You know how you feel at the 
iron grip of Oppression: you know how you bear the galling sneer of 
contumelious Greatness    . I tender you the conveniences the comforts of 
life, independence and character, onin the one hand; I hold you out servility, 
dependence & wretchedness, in the other: I will not insult your common-
sense by bidding you make a choice.”          
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This, my Lord, is an unanswerable harangue,         I must return to my humble 
station, and woo my rustic Muse in my wonted way at the Plough-tail     . 
Still, my Lord, while the drops of life, while the sound of Caledonia warms 
my heart, gratitude to that dear loved Country in which I boast my birth, 
and gratitude to those her distinguished Names who have honored me 
so much with their Patronage & Approbation, shall while stealing thro’ my 
humble shades, ever distend my bosom, and at times draw forth as now 
the swelling tear!         

I have the honor to be, & c
                                                            

To the Earl of Eglington on receiving 10 guineas as his Ld’s subscription 
money.
My Lord,

As I have but slender pretentions to Philosophy, I cannot rise to the 
exalted ideas of a Citizen of the World at large; but have all those national 
prejudices which I believe glow peculiarly strong in the breast of a 

(Page 15)
Scotsman.      There is scarcely anything to which I am so feelingly alive as 
the honor & welfare of old Scotia; and as a Poet I have no higher enjoyment 
than singing her sons & daughters.   Fate had cast my station in the veriest 
shades of Life; but never did a heart pant more ardently than mine to be 
distinguished, tho’ till very lately I looked on every side for a ray of light in 
vain.       It is easy then to guess how supremely I was gratified to be honored 
with the countenance && approbation of one of my dear-lov’d Country’s 
most illustrious Sons, when Mr. Wauchope called on me yesterday on 
the part of your Lordship.    Your Minificence, my Lord, my every grateful 
acknowledgements, but your Patronage is a bounty peculiarly suited to 
my feelings.       I am not master enough of the etiquette of Life to know 
whether there be not some impropriety in troubling you Lordship with my 
thanks in this manner, but my heart whispered me to do it.    From the 
emotions of my inmost soul I do it.  Selfish Ingratitude I hope I am incapable 
of, and mercenary servility I trust I shall ever have so much honest pride as 
to detest.             

I have the honor to be &c.
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(Page 16)
                  Written in Carse Hermitage             June      1788

Thou whom Chance may hither lead,
Be thou clad in russet weed,
Be thou deckt in silken stole,
Grave these maxims on thy soul.        
Life is but a Day at most;
Sprung from Night, in Darkness lost:
Hope not sunshine every hour,
Fear not Clouds will ever lour.      
Happiness is but a name,
Make Content & Ease thy aim,
Ambition is a meteor-gleam;
Fame, a restless idle dream;
Round Peace, the tenderest flower of Spring;   2 line
Pleasures, insects on the wing;       1 line reverse

Those that sip the dew alone,
Make the Butterflies thy own;
Those that would the bloom devour,
Crush the Locusts, sparesavethe Flower.       
For the Future be prepar’d,
Guard, wherever thou can’st guard;
But thy Utmost duly done,
Welcome what thou canst not shun.      
Follie past, give thou to air;
Make their Consequences thy care.    
Keep the name of Man in mind,
And dishonour not thy kind.      
Reverence, with lowly heart,
Him whose wondrous Work thou art:
Keep his Goodness still in view,
Thy trust, and thy Example too.       

(Page 17)
Stranger, go! Heaven be thy guide!
Quod, the Beadesman of Nithe-side.       

                          
To Robt Graham of Fintry Esqr.; with a request for an Excise Division.   
Ellisland, Spt. 8th. 1788.
When Nature her great Masterpiece designed,
And framed her last, best work, the Human mind;
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Her eye intent on all the variousmazyPlan,
She forms of various partsstuff the various Man.
Then first she calls the Useful Many first she calls them forth,
Plain,plodding Industry, and sober Worth:
Thence Peasants, Farmers, native sons of earth,
And Merchandise’ whole genus take their birth:
Each prudent Cit a warm existence finds,
And all Mechanics many-aproned kinds.        
Some other, rarer sorts are wanted yet,
The lead & buoy are needful to the net.        
The caput mortuum of Gross Desires,
Makes a material for mere Knights & Squires.
The Martial Phosphorous is taught to flow:
She kneads the lumpish Philosophic dough;
The marks th’ unyielding mass with grave Designs,
Law, Physics, Politics & deep Divines:
Last, She sublimes th’ Aurora of the Poles,
The flashing elements of Female Souls.        
The ordered System fair before her stood,
Nature, well-pleased, pronounced it very good;
Yet, ere she gave creating labor o’er,
Half-jest, she tryed one curious labor more.        
Some spumy, fiery, ignisfatuus matter,
Such as the lightest breath of air might scatter,
With arch-alacrity, & conscious glee,
(Nature may have her whim as well as we;

(Page 18)
Her Hogarth-art perhaps she meant to show it)
She formed the thing, & christens it       a Poet.        
Creature, tho’ oft the prey of Care & Sorrow,
When blest to-day, unmindful of tomorrow;
A being formed t’ amuse his graver friends,
Admired & praised       and there the wages ends;
A mortal quite unfit for Fortunes strife,
Yet oft the sport of all the ill of life;
Prone to enjoy each pleasure riches give,
Yet haply wanting wherewithall to live;
Longing to wipe each tear, to heal each groan, 
Yet frequent all-unheeded in his own.        
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But honest Nature is not quite a Turk;
She laught at first, then felt for her poor Work:
PityingViewingthe propless Climber of mankind,
She cast about a Standard-tree to find;
And to support hisIn pity for hishelpless woodbine state,
Attached to him to The generous,She clasp’d his tendrils round thetruly Great
A title, & the only one I claim,
To lay strong hold for help on bounteousgenerousGraham.            

P    Pity the tuneful Muses helplesshaplesstrain,
Weak, timid Landsmen on life’s stormy main!
Their hearts no selfish, stern, absorbent stuff
That never gives      tho’ humbly takes enough;
The little Fate allows they share as soon,
Unlike sage, proverbed, Wisdom’d hard wrung boon:
The world were blest, did bliss on them depend,
Ah, that the Friendly e’er should want a Friend!

Let Prudence number o’er each sturdy son
Who life & wisdom at one race begun,
Who feel by reason & who give by rule,
(Instinct’s a brute & Sentiment a fool!)

(Page 19)
Who make poor “Will do” wait upon “I should;”
We own they’re prudent      but who owns they’re good?
Ye Wise Ones hence! ye hurt the social eye;
God’s image rudely etched on base alloy!
But come, ye who godlike pleasure know,
Heaven’s attribute distinguished,     to bestow,
Whose arms of love would grasp all human-race;
Come, thou who givest with all a courtier’s grace,
Friend of my life! (true Patron of my rhymes)
Prop of my dearest hopes for future times.          

Why shrinks my soul, half-blushing, half-afraid,
Backward, abashed, to seek ask thy friendly aid!
I know my need, I know thy giving hand,
I ask tax thy friendship at thy kind command:
But, there are such, who court the tuneful Nine, 
Heavens, should the branded character be mine!
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Whose verse in manhood’s pride sublimely flows,
Yet vilest reptiles in their begging prose,          
Mark, how their lofty, independent spirit
Soars on the spurning wing of injured Merit !
Seek not you the proofs in private life to find;          
Pity, the best of words should be but wind!
So to heaven’s gate the lark’s shrill song ascends,
But grovelling on the earth the carol ends.          
In all the clamorous cry of starving Want
They dun Benevolence with shameless front:
Oblige them, patronize their tinsel lays,
They persecute you all your future days,          

         E’er my poor soul such deep damnation stain,
My horny fist, assume the plough again;
The piebald jacket, let me patch once more;
On eighteen pence a week, I’ve lived before.          

(Page 20)
Tho’, thanks the Heaven! I dare even that last shift,
I trust, meantime, my boon is in thy gift
That placed by thee upon the wished-for height,
Where Man & Nature fairer in her sight,
My muse may imp her wing for some sublimer flight

Dec 23rd 1788
        Alteration of the lines wrote in Carse Hermitage              
 

Thou whom chance may hither lead,
Be thou clad in russet weed,
Be thou deckt in silken stole,
Grave these counsels on thy soul.      

Life is but a Day at most,
Sprung from night, in darkness lost;
Day, how rapid in its flight !
Day, how few must see the night !
Hope not sunshine every hour,
 Fear not clouds will always lour.       

As Youth and Love with sprightly dance
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Beneath thy morning-sunstar advance,
Pleasure with her siren-air
May delude the thoughtless Pair;
Let Prudence bless Enjoyment’s cup,
Then raptured sip and sip it up.      
As thy Day grows warm and high,
Life’s meridian flaming nigh,
Dost thou spurn the humble vale ?
Life’s proud summits wouldst thou scales ?
Check thy climbing step, elate,
Evils lurk in felon-wait;

(Page 21)
Dangers, eagle-pinioned, bold,
Soar around each cliffy hold,
While cheerful Peace with linnet song,
Chants the lowly dells among.      
When thy shades of Evening close,
Beckoning thee to long repose,
As life itself becomes disease,
Seeh the chimney-nook of Ease.      
There ruminate with sober thought
On all thou’st seen and heard and wrought,
And teach the sportive youngkers round brain,
Saws of Experience: sage and sound.love oft bought with pain. ----

Say, the criterion of their fate,Man’s trice, genuine, estimate,

Th’ important query of their state,fate

Is not, art thou High or Low ?
Did thy fortune ebb or flow ?
Hast thou Cottager or King ! Did many talents gild thy span ?

Peer or peasant ! No such thing Or frugal Nature grudge thee One !

Tell them, and press it in their mind,
As thou thyself must shortly find,
The smile or frown of aweful Heaven,
To Virtue or to Vice is given:
Say, to be just, and kind, and wise,
There solid self-enjoyment lies;
That foolish, selfish, faithless ways,
Lead to be wretched, vile and base .      
Thus resigned and quiet creep
To thy bed of lasting sleep;
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Sleep, whence thou shalt ne’er awake,
Night where dawn shall never break, 

(Page 22)
Till Future life, future no more,
To light and joy the Good restore,
To light and joy unknown before.      

Stranger, go. Heaven be thy guide.
Quod, the Bedesman on Nid-side.      

     

The everlasting surliness of a lion, Saracen’s head & c. or the unchanging 
blandness of the Landlord welcoming a Traveller, on some sign-posts 
would be no bad similies of the constant, affected fierceness of a Bully, or 
the eternal simper of a Frenchman or a Fiddler.  

He looked
Just as your Sign-post lions do,
As fierce and quite as harmless too  
 Patient stupidity

So, heavy, passive to the tempests’ shocks,
DullStrongon the Sign post stands the stupid Ox  
      
His face with smile eternal drest,
Just like the Landlord to his guest,
High as they hang with creaking din
To index out the country Inn   
A head, pure, sinless quite of brain or soul,
The very image of a Barber’s Poll;
ItJustshows a human face and wears a wig,
And looks when well-dressed,friseur’dtoo, amazing big  
      

(Page 27)
O bitter mockery of the pompous bier,
While down the wretched Vital-Part is driven!
The cave-lodged beggar, with a conscience clear,
Expires in rags, unknown, and goes to Heaven .            
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Castle Gordon          intended to be sung to Morag          

Streams that glide in orient plains,
 Never bound by Winter’s chains;
Glowing her on golden sands,
 There unmixed with foulest stains
From Tyranny’s empurpled hands:
 These, their richly gleaming waves,
I leaves the tyrants and their slaves,
 Give me the stream that sweetly laves
The banks by Castle Gordon.  
  2
Torrid forests, ever gay,
 Shading from the burning ray
Hapless wretches sold to toil;
 Or the ruthless Native’s way,
Bent on slaughter, blood and spoil:
 Woods that ever verdant wave,
I leave the tyrant and the slave,
 Give me the groves that Lofty brave
The storms, by Castle Gordon. 
  3
Wildly here without controul control,
 Nature reigns and rules the whole;
In that sober, pensive mood,
 Dearest to the feeling soul,

(Page 28)
She plants the forest, pours the flood:
 Life’s poor day I’ll musing rave,
And find at night a sheltering cave,
 There waters flow and wild woods wave
By bonny Castle Gordon

Scots Ballad          Tune   Mary weep no more for me           

My heart is wae and unco wae,
To think upon the raging sea,

That roars between her gardens green,
And th’ bonie lass of Albanie.
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This lovely maid’s of noble blood,
That ruled Albion’s kingdoms three;

But Oh, Alas! For her bonie face!
They hae wrang’d the lass of Albanie.          

On the rolling tide of spreading Clyde,
There sits an isle of high degree;

And a town of fame whose princely name
Should grace the lass of Albanie.          

But there is a youth, a witless youth,
That fills the place where she should be;

We’ll send him o’er to his native shore;
And bring our ain sweet Albanie.          

Alas the day, and woe the day,
A false Usurper wan the gree,

That now commands the towers and lands,
The royal right of Albanie.          

But we’ll daily
(Page 29)

We’ll daily pray, we’ll nightly pray,
On bended knee most ferventlie,

That time may come, with pipe & drum,
We’ll welcome home fair Albanie.           

Song          Tune, Captain O Kean.
  1
The small birds rejoice in the green leaves’ returning,

The murmuring streamlet winds clear thro’ the vale;
The primroses blow in the dews of the morning,

And wild-scattered cowslips bedeck the green dale:
But what can give pleasure, or what can seem fair,
When the lingering moments are numbered by Care?
No birds sweetly singing, nor flowers gayly springing,
Can sooth the sad bosom of joyless Despair.          
      2
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That deed that I dared, could it merit their malice,
A King and a Father to place on his throne;

His right are these hills, and his right are these vallies,
Where the wild beasts find shelter but I can find none:

But ‘tis not my sufferings , thus wretched, forlorn,
My brave gallant friends, ‘tis your ruin I mourn;
Your faith proved so loyal in hot, bloody trial,
Alas, can I make it no sweeter return

Extempore         to Mr. Gavin Hamilton 

To you, Sir, this summons I’ve sent,
Pray whip till the pownie is fraething,

But if you demand what I want,
I honestly answer you, naething.     

(Page 30)
Ne’er scorn a poor Poet like me.

For idly just living & breathing,
While people of every degree

Are busy employed about     naething.         

Poor centum per centum may fast,
And grumble his hurdies their claithing;

He’ll find, when the balance is cast;
He’s gane to the devil for     naething.          

The Courtier cringes and bows,
Ambition has likewise its plaything;

A coronet beams on his brows,
And what is a Coronet? naething.          

Some quarrel the presbyter gown,
Some quarrel Episcopal graithing,

But every good fellow will own,
Their quarrel is all about      naething.         

The lover may sparkle and glow,
Approaching his bonie bit gay thing;
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But marriage will soon let him know,
He’s gotten a buskit up naething.     

The Poet may jingle and rhyme,
In hopes of a laureate wreathing,

And when he has wasted his time,
He’s kindly rewarded with naething.          

The thundering bully may rage,
And swagger & swear like a heathen;

But collar him fast, I’ll engage
You’ll find that his courage is naething.          

(Page 31)
Last night with a feminine whig,

A Poet she could na put faith in,
But soon we grew lovingly big,

I taught her, her terrors were naething.          

Her whigship was wonderful pleased,
But charmingly tickled wi’ ae thing

Her fingers I lovingly squeezed,
And kissed her and promised her      naething.         

The Priest anathemas may threat,
Predicament, Sir, that we’re baith in;

But when honor’s reveille is beat,
The holy artillery’s naething.          

And now I must mount on the wave,
My voyage perhaps there is death in;

But what of a watery grave!
The drowning a Poet is naething.           

And now as grim death’s in my thought
To you, Sir, I make this bequeathing:

My service as lang as ye’ve ought,
And my friendship, by G__, when ye’ve naething.



48 Robert Burns Burns Chronicle 2014

(Page 32)

To the nightingale
On her leaving E____ C____ 1784        By Mrs. Dr. Hunter      London.

 Why from these shades, sweet bird of eve,
Art thou to other regions wildly fled ?
Thy pensive song would oft my cares releive,
Thy melancholy softness oft would shed
Peace on my weary soul, return again, 
Return, and sadly sweet, in soothing notes complain. —

At the still hour I’ll come alone,
And listen to thy lovelorn trembling lay,
Or by the moon’s beam on some mossy stone
I’ll sit, and watch thy wing from spray to spray ;
Then when the swelling cadence slow shall rise,
I’ll join the plaintive strain in lowly murmuring sighs. —

Ah, simple bird, where art thou flown !
What distant woodland now receives thy nest ?
What distant echo answers to thy moan ?
What distant thorn supports thy panting breast ?
Whoe’er shall feel thy melting woes like me,
Or pay thee for thy song with such true sympathy ?
         _______________________________
A sonnet in the manner of Petrarch —        By the Same. —
Come tender thoughts, with twilight’s pensive gloom,
Soften remembrance, mitigate despair,
And cast a gleam of comfort o’er the tomb. —

Methinks again the days and years return
When joy was young, and careless fancy smiled,

(Page 33)
When hope with promises the heart beguiled,
When love illumined the world, and happiness was born. —

Where are ye fled, dear moments of delight !
And thou, O blest beloved ! alas no more
The future can the faded past restore,
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Wrapped in the shades of Time’s eternal night. —
For me remains alone through ling’ring years,
The melancholy Muse, companion of my tears. —
         ___________________________

To Mr. Graham of Fintry, On being appointed to my Excise Division.

I call no goddess to inspire my strains,
A fabled Muse may suit a Bard that feigns:
“Friend of my Life!” my ardent spirit burns,
And all the tribute of my heart returns,
For boon accorded, goodness ever new,
The Gift, still deare, as the Giver You. —

Thou orb of Day! Thou Other Paler Light!
And all ye many-sparkling Stars of Night!
If aught that Giver from my mind efface;
If I that Giver’s bounty e’er disgrace;
Then roll, to me, along your wandering spheres,
Only to number out a villian’s years !

I lay my hand upon my swelling breast
And grateful would       but cannot speak the rest. —

(Page 34)
Song   Tune, Ewe bughts Marion

1
Will ye go to the Indies, my Mary,

And leave old Scotia’s shore?
Will ye go to the Indies, my Mary,

Across th’ Atlantic roar?
2

O sweet grows the lime & the orange,
And the apple on the pine,

But a’ the chams o’ the Indies
Can never equal thine.        

3
I hae sworn by the Heavens to my Mary,
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I’ve sworn by the Heavens to be true:
And sae may the Heavens forget me,

When I forget my vow!
4

O plight me your faith, my Mary,
And plight me your lily white hand:

O plight me your faith, my Mary,
Before I leave Scotia’s strand!        

5 
We hae plighted our truth, my Mary,

In mutual affection to join:
And curst be the cause that shall part us!

The hour and the moment o’ time!

         _______________________________

(Page 35)
On seeing a fellow wound a hare     Spring        89

Inhuman man! curse on thy barb’rous art,
And blasted be thy murder-aiming eye;
May never Pity soothe thee with a sigh,

Nor ever Pleasure glad thy cruel heart!

Go live, poor wanderer of the wood and field,
The bitter little that of life remains:
No more the thickening brakes or & verdant plains

To thee shall home, or food, or pastime yield.        

Seek, mangled wretch, some place of wonted rest,
No more of rest, but now thy dying bed;
The sheltering rushes whistling o’er thy head,

The cold earth with thy bloody bosom prest.           

Perhaps a mother’s anguish adds its throes woe,
The helpless playful Pair espy thee o’er the plain;
Ah hapless helpless nurslings! Who will now sustain

Your little lives, or shield you from the foe!
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Oft as by winding Nith I, musing wait
The sober eve, or hail the chearful dawn,
I’ll miss thee sporting o’er the dewy lawn,

And curse the ruffian’s art aim and mourn thy hapless fate.           
                       

(Page 36)
Elegy on Captn. Matthew Henderson           
A Gentleman who held the Patent for his Honors immediately from Almighty 
God!

But now his radiant course is run,
For Matthew was a bright man;
His soul was like a glorious sun,
A matchless 
But now his radiant course is run,

For Matthew’s course was bright:
His soul was like the glorious SUN,

A matchless Heavenly light!

O Death, thou tyrant fell & bloody!
The meikle devil wi’ a woodie,
Haurl thee hame to his black smiddie,
                                 O’er hurcheon hides,
And like stock-fish, come o’er the studdie,
                                              Wi’ thy auld sides!

He’s gane! He’s gane! he’s frae us torn,
The ae best fellow e’er was born!
Thee, Matthew, woods & wilds shall mourn,
                                                     Wi’ a’ their birth;
For whunstane man to grieve wad scorn,
                         For poor, plain WORTH.          

Ye hills, near neebors o’ the starns
That proudly cock your cresting cairns;
Ye cliffs, the haunts of sailing yearns,
                            Where Echo slumbers;
Come join, ye nature’s sturdiest bairns,
                         My wailing numbers.          

(Page 37)
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Mourn, ilka grove the cushat kens;
Ye hazelly shaws, & breerie dens;
Ye burnies, wimple down your glens
                                       Wi’ toddling din,
Of foaming, strang, wi’ hasty stens
                               Frae lin to lin.          
Mourn, little harebells o’er the lea;
Ye stately foxgloves fair to see;
Ye woodbines hanging bonillie
                      In scented bowers;
Ye roses on your thorny tree
          The first o’ flowers.          
At dawn, when every grassy blade
Droops with a diamond at its head;
At even, when beans their fragrance shed
                                                I’ th’ rustling gale;
Ye maukins whiddin thro’ the glade,
                       Come join my waill.          
Mourn, ye wee songsters o’ the wood;
Ye grous that crap the heather bud;
Ye curlews skirlin thro’ a clud;
                    Ye whistling pliver;
And mourn, ye birrin paitrick brood,
                                   He’s gane for ever.         
Mour, sooty coots, & speckled teals;
Ye fisher heros, watching eels;
Ye deuk & drake, wi’ airy wheels
                                Circling the lake:
Ye bitterns, till the quagmire reels,
                                Rowt for his sake.         

(Page 38)
Mourn clamouring craiks at close o’ day
‘Mang fields o’ flowering claver gay;
And when ye wing your annual way
                               Frae our cauld shore
Tell thae far warlds, wha lies in clay,
                                Whom we deplore.         
Ye houlets, frae your ivy bower,
In some auld tree, or aulder tower,
What time the moon wi’ silent glowr
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                                       Sets up her horn,
Wail thro’ the dreary midnight hour,
                         Till waukrife morn.          
O river, forests, hill, & plains!
Oft have ye heard my rustic strains;
But now, what else for me remains
                                    But tales of woe;
And frae my een the drapping rains
                                       Must ever flow!
Mourn, Spring, thou darling of the year;
Ilk cowslip cup shall kep a tear:
Thou, Simmer, while each corny spear
                                      Shoots up its head
Thy gay, green, flowery tresses shear,
                        For him that’s dead.          
Thou, Autumn, wi’ thy yellow hair,
In grief thy sallow mantle tear:
Thou, Winter, hurling thro’ the air
                                The roaring blast,
Wide o’er the nak ed world declare,
                    The worth we’ve lost.          

(Page 39)
Mourn him thou Sun, great source of light:
Mourn, Empress of the silent night;
And you, ye twinkling starnies bright,
                                 My Matthew mourn;
For thro’ your orbs he’s taen his flight
                                   Ne’er to return.          
O Henderson! The Man! The Brother!
And art thou gone, & gone forever!
And hast thou crost that unknown river,
                                        Life’s dreary bound!
Like thee where shall I find another
                                  The world around!
Go to your scupltur’d tombs, ye Great
In a’ the tinsel trash of state!
But by the honest turf I’ll wait
                 Thou Man of WORTH
And weep the ae best fellow’s fate
                                     E’er lay in earth!



54 Robert Burns Burns Chronicle 2014

    
The Epitaph.          
Stop, Passenger! my story’s brief,

And truth I shall relate, man:
I tell nae common tale of grief

For Matthew was a great man.

If thou uncommon merit hast,
Yet spun’d at Fortune’s door, man

A look of pity hither cast,
For Matthew was a poor man.          

                                                               If
(Page 40)

If thou a noble sodger art,
That passest by this grave, man;

There moulders here a gallant heart,
For Matthew was a brave man.          

If thou on men, their warks & ways,
Can’st throw uncommon light, man;

Here lies wha weel had won thy praise,
For Matthew was a bright man.          

If thou at Friendship’s sacred ca’
Wouldst life itself resign, man;

Thy sympathetic tear maun fa’,
For Matthew was a kind man.          

If thou art staunch, without a stain,
Like the unchanging blue, man;

This was a kinsman o’ thy ain,
For Matthew was a true man.          

If thou hast wit, & fun & fire,
And ne’er gude wine did fear, man

This was a billie, dam & sire
For Matthew was a queer man.          

If ony whiggish, whinging sot
To blame poor Matthew dare, man;

May dool & sorrow be his lot,
For Matthew was a rare Man !
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The Glenriddell Manuscripts;-
and the Centenary of

John Gribbel’s Great Gift to Scotland

Very early in their friendship, Robert Burns agreed to make a collection 
of his choicest works for Robert Riddell of Glenriddell, his neighbour at 
Ellisland Farm. Riddell then sealed this undertaking by commissioning two 
calf-bound quarto volumes and passed these to Burns, the first for Poetry, 
the second for Letters. The pages in the volumes were hand numbered, the 
Poetry to 162 and the second volume to 103. There is a minor variation in 
size between the two volumes, the second being slightly taller, suggesting 
that the two volumes did not originate at exactly the same time. Work on 
the first volume, of poetry, began mid 1789 and was completed almost 
two years later with an introductory preface dated 27th April 1791. The first 
volume contains fifty-seven poems and a transcription of the invaluable 
autobiographical letter of 2nd August 1787 to Dr. John Moore in London.  
Much of the contents are in the hand of an amanuensis, several being 
engaged from time to time in this project.   Burns continued with the 
volume of Letters but work came to a halt in late December 1793 with the 
infamous incident that led to the estrangement of Burns and the Riddell 
family. Robert Riddell died on 20th April 1794, before the friendship could 
be reconciled. Soon after, Burns retrieved the first volume from the Riddells 
and he had both in his possession at his death.  The Letters volume contains 
twenty-seven Burns letters he considered his best, pages numbered 1-6 
and 65 remain blank.  

Both volumes were passed to Dr James Currie in Liverpool for his 
biographical work on Burns. Dr Currie omitted to return these volumes 
to Burns widow or to Cadell & Davies, the Publishers who owned the 
copyright, on conclusion of his work. They passed to his son, William 
Wallace Currie on his death in 1805, and when William died in 1853 his 
widow gifted the volumes to the Liverpool Athenaeum with the intention 
that these important works find a lasting resting place, while in fact the 
volumes should have been returned to Burns’ surviving sons. Mrs Currie 
inscribed a letter of presentation into volume 1, but did not specify any 
conditions! The volumes lay in the Athenaeum unnoticed for around 20 
years until, when prompted by Henry Bright, they were put on display in 
a glass case.

In 1903, the American financier and collector J Pierpont Morgan 
approached the Athenaeum and offered $25,000 or £5000 for the 
Glenriddell Manuscripts. However a public outcry led to the negotiations 
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failing but this perhaps awakened the Directors to the monetary value 
of what they were holding and to the hue and cry that would ensue 
from any sale. A very poorly attended general meeting of January 1913 
resolved “that the Committee be authorised to sell the Burns manuscripts 
in the possession of the Athenaeum, upon such terms and subject to such 
reserve price as the General Committee shall think proper”. The previous 
outcry led the Directors to operate surreptitiously and it was not until the 
Liverpool Daily Post and Mercury announced the impending sale in their 
issue of 22nd July 1913 that the general public and The Burns Federation 
became aware of the proposal.  The newspaper devoted leaders and many 
column inches to the pursuit of this matter, condemning the actions of 
the Directors of the Athenaeum. The Scottish press were similarly minded 
and published condemnations and letters from many leading Burnsians, 
including Federation President, Duncan McNaught. As The Federation 
gathered their forces to thwart the supposed auction, the Athenaeum 
Directors concluded a deal by private bargain and sold the Manuscripts 
to Messrs Sotheby, Wilkinson & Hodge, who in turn sold them to Joseph 
Hornstein, a well known bookseller and dealer in antiquarian manuscripts.  
The sale initiated in July 1913, Sotheby selling to Hornstein almost 
immediately and he despatched the volumes to America with haste as 
newspapers in Liverpool and Glasgow rang with outrage, rumours and 
speculations that the sale could be stalled. The Federation held meetings 
debating the options for legal challenges to halt the sale.  As late as 
November newspaper reports still consisted mainly of speculation and 
rumour over the exact fate but by that time it had become known that the 
sale had taken place in July. The manuscripts had left the country shortly 
after and were being marketed in America where an agent for Hornstein 
was approaching potential buyers.   Reports as late as 21st November tell 
of the supposed pursuit of an important Burns collector, and William K 
Bixby of St Louis declared that he had been offered the manuscripts but 
that he could not bring himself to own them. John Gribbel of Philadelphia 
had also been approached and while he also had no desire to own the 
volumes personally, on 21st November 1913, he concluded the purchase 
with the express intention of presenting the Manuscripts to Scotland. 
He announced this to great acclaim at a St Andrew’s Night Dinner of 
the St Andrew’s Society of Philadelphia on 30th November 1913. He 
told the audience “Two weeks ago I was astonished beyond measure 
by having a dealer come to Philadelphia and submit to me for sale the 
missing manuscripts. Having an aversion to the possession of property 
of a certain class, I refused to consider them as any possible possession 
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of my own, priceless though they are. But, gentlemen, here they are, sold 
as merchandise in the market place, and in my possession, but with a 
purpose which I am sure you will approve.  Very largely influenced by my 
association with you, these precious writings go to Scotland to stay therein 
for ever and protected by a Deed of trust, as a gift to the people who gave 
the world ---- Robert Burns.”

The news of John Gribbel’s generosity in purchasing the Manuscripts 
with the intention of repatriating them was met with widespread jubilation 
in Scotland and beyond and major newspapers ran large features on John 
Gribbel and his outstanding generosity. 

By the time of the announcement the Burns Chronicle of 1914 had 
been prepared with an outline of the scandalous sale but the good news 
of the gift was included in the later pages giving the happy conclusion to 
the affair. 

On his purchasing of the Manuscript volumes, John Gribbel immediately 
communicated with Lord Rosebery who was at the forefront of the 
campaign to secure the volumes and of the Scots Committee resolved to 
hunt them. Scotland rejoiced. In May 1914 John Gribbel again wrote to 
Lord Rosebery outlining his proposals and some details of his intentions 
for this gift to Scotland. 

Federation Committee discussions switched to how the gratitude of 
the Nation could be best conveyed to this generous benefactor. Among 
other things it was decided that a presentation illuminated manuscript 
volume be prepared containing Scenes of Scotland by the best artists of 
the day who gave their services in this pursuit without payment. The war 
of 1914-18 inhibited any visit of Mr Gribbel to Scotland and it was not until 
1920 that he made the journey. The gratitude of the Federation had not 
waned and he was feted throughout the country amid a series of grand 
visits, meeting and tours of Burns Country. 

Prior to the manuscripts leaving his care, John Gribbel commissioned 
150 facsimile copies of the volumes to be made which he would present 
to notable Burnsians and institutions. The facsimiles were executed by the 
Beck Engraving Company who gave a sworn affidavit that the negatives 
and plates used in manufacture had been destroyed after use.  

The facsimiles include the Deed of Trust conveying the treasures to 
Scotland, specifying that the manuscripts were to be carefully conserved 
in Glasgow and Edinburgh for periods of five years each until a National 
Library of Scotland were established.  The Provosts of Edinburgh and 
Glasgow, along with Lord Rosebery were named as Trustees.  A Schedule of 
Contents, the Beck affidavit and a letter of presentation from John Gribbel 
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are among the prefatory items, the whole formally being dated 10th 
September 1914.   The manuscripts were kept alternatively by Edinburgh 
and Glasgow until on June 1st 1926 they were handed over to the newly 
founded Scottish National Library in Edinburgh. 

As Scotland and Burnsians worldwide mark the centenary of this 
gift, the National Library of Scotland is mounting an exhibition, starting 
January 22nd 2014, where the volumes will be on display alongside 
other manuscript and printed items from Burns’ time at Ellisland and his 
relations with the Ridddells.  The controversy of the Athenaeum sale, the 
acquisition by John Gribbel and subsequent donation to the nation will be 
highlighted through contemporary newspaper articles.  The exhibition will 
be enhanced by other high profile Burns items.

The title page of John Gribbel’s Facsimile editions of the Glenriddell 
Manuscript Volumes with the Glenriddell Arms facing
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‘Born at a Ploughtail’ – Ploughing and Robert Burns
Emeritus Professor Craig Sharp

Introduction                                                                                                                  
  When man evolved from his ‘hunter-gatherer’ phase to become a 

pastoralist with a settlement culture, a means of turning-over the soil to grow 
crops was a vital factor. Much later, but still over two millennia ago, the great 
agricultural poet Virgil, a favourite of Burns, wrote of the ploughman’s labour: 
     “For he with frequent exercise, commands / The unwilling soil, and tames 
the stubborn lands.”  And in the 7th century BC, Greek poet Hesiod wrote: 

“Take note when you hear the voice of cranes. Every year they call from 
the clouds above. They give the signal for ploughing,” Even further back, the 
ancient Emperors of China symbolically held the plough once a year, to 
pay it respect.

However, the person who has written most poetically about ploughing 
in relatively recent times is John Stewart Collis. A ploughman himself, he 
wrote of horse-ploughing in the 1940’s1:

 “Yet nothing can really compare with the simple strenuous horse-work. 
There is no other physical work to compare with it. It is the grasping of the 
handles of the plough, both arms stretched out fully, and often putting out full 
strength, that somehow is the very top-notch of satisfaction. You seem to be 
holding more than the plough, and treading across more than this one field: 
you are holding together the life of Mankind, you are walking through the 
fields of Time. This work has always been done”. 

Robert Burns has always been talked of as ‘the ploughman poet.’ However, 
very few people nowadays are aware of the sheer quantitative physical work 
of ploughing - among other highly strenuous aspects of agricultural labour. 
From personal experience on Stewart of Milhills farm, near Crieff, Perthshire 
in 1951, I know horse-ploughing to be very hard physically on the arms, chest 
and back. It also affects the lower body via the abdominal and lower lumbar 
muscles, as well as thighs and calves. It is indeed a whole body workout !  
 Appropriately, Burns has been variously described as ‘strong and somewhat 
stocky’, ‘heavy’ and ‘of an athletic form’. The eminent work-physiologist, 
the late Professor JVGA Durnin of Glasgow University, reported his own 
measurements on the energy cost of ‘peasant farming’2   He used oxygen-
uptake analysis via a Max-Planck respirometer worn while working. He 
reported a ‘Very Heavy’ work rate,  i.e. around 10.0 Calories per minute; 
mainly aerobic (with oxygen), but with a fatiguing local muscular anaerobic 
(without oxygen) component. This ranged up to, or over, 5000 Calories per day.    
Gilbert Burns3  noted;

“My brother…at fifteen was the principal labourer on the farm, for we had 
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no hired servant male or female. Recalling years of ‘hard labour’, he said that 
the family exerted themselves “to  the utmost of their strength, and rather 
beyond it.”  Historian Prof. David Daiches wrote, 4 

“Few readers of Burns’s poetry appreciate the rigours of farming life 
in which he was brought up.”  Burns himself wrote of his “unceasing moil 
of the galley-slave”5 but, proud of his strength and stamina, he also said 
 “At the plough, scythe or reap-hook I feared no competitor.” 6     

  Iain Crichton Smith also emphasised the work of ploughing:- 
“Na h-eich a’ stri ri leathad,‘s air an cul / An treabhaiche, geal ri aghaidh uir 

an fhuinn.”   “Horses straining against the brae, behind them / The ploughman, 
with hard taut sinews”

   In the ‘Kilmarnock’ preface, Burns writes of “the toil and fatigues of a 
laborious life”,  although he makes no mention of ploughing. In ‘The Auld 
Farmer’s New-Year Morning Salutation to his Auld Mare Maggie…’ the Farmer 
recalls,

 “ Monie a sair daurk we twa hae wrought        (hard day’s labour)    
An’ wi’ the weary warl fought!                 
An’ monie an anxious day, I thought
We wad be beat…”                              
Colonel Fullarton in 1793, quoted by David McClure 7, observed 

that ploughing involves a lot more than sheer physical labour: 
     “The art of ploughing, perhaps, requires a nicer eye, steadier hands, and 
more attention than any other occupation; and yet, without fixed principles 
or rules of any kind, the most ignorant persons are trusted with a plough; 
although the difference of one man’s ploughing and another’s shall make the 
odds of 2 or 3 quarters per acre, on the same land.”

Regarding the act of ploughing, Alastair Campsie wrote a finely 
detailed evocation8 of how Burns himself might have ploughed: 
   “The gaud-boy slid between the horses checking the hames were cross-
buckled right across the high-pointed collars, then clinked the long plough-
chains against the serpent-shaped hooks on the hames to make sure they 
were secure.  Then he ran back to the swingle-trees to which chains were 
hooked and ensured they were correctly attached to the master-tree to which 
the heavy old-fashioned beam plough itself was chained.   Burns gave his soft 
double-click and the horses slipped forward into their collars as if they were 
one horse, and the chains snapped taut and the plough went into dynamic 
motion, with Burns forcing the handles of the plough against the land, his right 
leg lying in the furrow to hold the point of the mouldboard into the ground, 
with his left arm raked forward to complete the trapezium of force his body 
made with the plough and the four horses. It was electrifying.  It was always 



Burns Chronicle 2014 Born at a Ploughtail 61

the same.  The power of the horses came surging through the mouldboard up 
the plough handles and into his wrists and elbows.  The soil came rising like a 
dark-brown stream over the wooded share.”

Ploughing is a seasonal activity, and Burns was most involved in it over 
the 12 years from 1774 when he was 15, to 1786, when he left Mossgiel for 
Edinburgh. Being many years interested in energy expenditures of various 
sports, activities and occupations through the initial influence of Professor 
Durnin, I wanted to try to estimate quantitatively how hard Robert Burns 
worked at the plough, on his hardest days. This required either knowing 
the actual time he worked at the plough in a hard day (‘a sair daurk’) – or 
the distance he ploughed.  It seemed much easier to estimate, reasonably 
accurately, the distance rather than the time, which would contain variable 
rest breaks. Prof. Durnin had told me9  that he had estimated an energy 
expenditure of about 270Cal per mile, of horse-ploughing on rough soil 
with a heavy plough at about two miles per hour. This was based on 
measurements on Swiss peasant farmers. 

So, In order to calculate the distance Burns worked the plough, one 
requires two data.  

A:    What was the area he ploughed in a typical day?
B:    How wide was the furrow made by his plough?
The keystone stimulus to this project was a verse in a Burns’ manuscript 

(the author’s prize Burns possession) of ‘The Auld Farmer’s New Year 
Salutation to his Auld Mare Maggie, on giving her the accustomed Ripp of 
Corn to Hansel in the New Year’; in particular, the lines:

“Aft thee an’ I, in aught hours gaun Often you and I in a full eight hours
On guid March weather, In good March weather,
Hae turn’t sax rood beside our haun Have ploughed six roods beside our hand,
For days the gither”  For days together.
That ‘sax rood’ is written in the manuscript in my possession, but in the 

manuscript of the poem in the Burns Monument Museum in Kilmarnock, 
the same part of that stanza reads:

“Aft thee an’ I, in aught hours gaun, 
On guid March-weather, 
Hae turn’t five rood beside our han’ 
For days thegither.” 
Note the unique ‘five rood’, to which I was alerted by a very brief footnote 

in Kinsley, 196810.   Nowhere else have I been able to find the value printed 
as ‘five’ – other than in the Burns Monument manuscript. For example, in 
the Kilmarnock and Edinburgh editions, the London ‘3rd edition’ of 1787 
and in the Edinburgh ‘2nd edition considerably enlarged’ of 1793’, were all 
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published in Burns’ lifetime. On these he could have exerted some editorial 
control, unlike pirated editions such as the 1787 Belfast edition, had he not 
been happy with the area. All  feature ‘sax rood’.’

A crucial, but I think fair, presumption is that Burns took that ‘sax rood’ 
datum from his own experience as the area he himself ploughed - we 
know it was with four horses - at Mossgiel. As identified by the then soil 
survey of Scotland, the particular soil of elevated Mossgiel was of the 
lanfine type11  Though impoverished, it contained relatively few stones 
and, by its texture, would have been the most easily cultivated soil that the 
Burns brothers had worked. Thus, of the four Burns farms, Mossgiel would 
have lent itself to the greatest daily ploughing area; however the drainage 
was again imperfect, which would have necessitated ridges, reducing the 
cultivable area of each acre. As the poem was written at Mossgiel, I am 
presuming that it was the location of the ‘sax rood’ from his own ploughing.  
One rood was a quarter of an acre, so ‘sax rood’ represents an acre and 
a half.  Possibly the ‘five rood’ (an acre and a quarter) referred to Mount 
Oliphant and Lochlea.  Or did he feel that using ‘sax’ three times in one 
poem was too many?  Either way, there are two further major problems 
confounding the area, namely the ‘Scotch acre’, and the effect of drainage 
ridging. 

A :  Area.   
1) The ‘Scotch Acre’ Debate
The first problem is the difference in area between Scots and 

English measures of all sizes, including acres.  David McClure12 notes 
that in England the acre was 4,840 square  yards (~69.6 x 69.6 yards) 
as it is now, but in Scotland it was 6,150 square yards (~78.4 x 78.4) 
- and in Ireland 7,840 square yards.(88.5 x 88.5)    In all three countries, 
fields were divided into acres, a word derived from the Latin ager 
for ‘field’, as in our ‘agriculture’, or from Old English aecer, the (very 
loose) measure of area  which ‘a yolk of oxen could plough in a day’.   
Anyway, in Burns’ time one ‘Scotch acre’ equalled just over one-and-a-
quarter English ‘Imperial’ or ‘statute’ acres. In 1685 an Act of the Parliament 
of Scotland legislated to normalise the Scots acre to conform to the English 
measure, and this act was reinforced at the Act of Union of 1707.  But, just 
as with decimalisation in the UK – which still has encompassed neither pub 
pints of beer, nor organ pipes and musical drums - still measured in feet and 
inches - many rural districts clung long to the old measure. For example, 
McClure12  notes that, “use of the fall, the Scotch acre and the Scotch mile was 
prevalent in Scotland until the 19 th century”.  Andrew Wight, in Vol 1 of his 
1778 publication ‘Present State of Husbandry in Scotland’ 13,  stated that “The 
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Linlithgow or Lothian measure for corn, the Scottish pint, and the Scotch acre, 
are always to be understood in this work, except it is otherwise expressed.”  
(This ‘Scottish pint’ was equal to over three English pints!). 

And more specifically, relating to Ayrshire, Andrew Wight in 1778 
quoted a letter from a Mr Bruce, overseer of Sir John Whitefoord’s farm 
at Ballochmyle, to which there is a specific footnote that, “In this paper 
the Scotch acre is always to be understood.” 14  Fifteen years later, Colonel 
Fullarton of Fullarton, in his 1793 publication, ‘Statistical Table of the 
Valuation and Contents of Ayrshire’ 15, was still careful to differentiate the 
two measures:

“Ayrshire, whose extent is 90 miles by 20 to 25, contains the districts of 
Carrick; 201,603 Scotch acres, equal to 253,540 English acres:  Coil; 192,440 
Scotch or 241,920 English acres: and Cunninghame; 130,837 Scotch or 164,480 
English acres.” 

Fullarton wrote that comment seven years after Burns had left Mossgiel 
where he had written the Auld Farmer poem, reinforcing my belief that 
Burns was automatically writing in terms of the Scots acre. Indeed it wasn’t 
until the Weights and Measures Act (1824) that Scottish commerce and 
trade in general did come into the Imperial line.  

In  a letter to James  Hoy 20th Oct 1787, Burns wrote, “…curst 
to Scotch mile periods”, and in Tam o’ Shanter, the narrator says: “We 
think na on the lang Scots miles” – both seeming to indicate that Burns 
was indeed aware of a distinction in measures in his time since the 
Scots mile was 1984 yards, compared to the 1760 yards of the English 
mile.    Colonel Fullarton16 implied that Burns was very well up-to-
date in farming practice, his high regard being exemplified thus:  
  “In order to prevent the danger arising from horned cattle in studs and 
straw yards, the best mode is to cut out the budding knob, or root of the 
horn, while the calf is very young. This was suggested to me by Mr Robert 
Burns, whose general talents are no less conspicuous than his poetic powers, 
which have done so much honour to the county where he was born.”  
 Mrs Dunlop 17  even suggested that Burns might try for the new post of 
Professor of Agriculture at Edinburgh University.  But would this expertise 
extend to Burns’ unilaterally adopting the English measure for area, 
particularly if it had not become popularised in Ayrshire?  I do not believe 
so, because farmers, like members of all professions, have to talk a common 
language, especially in their own locality.  

  Finally, on this point of area, the areas of the farms on which Burns 
laboured hard – Mount Oliphant, Lochlea and Mossgiel, seem to be given 
in many texts, e.g. Lindsay18, in acres, but without indicating Scots or 
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English. However, the source data seem actually to have been measured 
in Scots acres, as is suggested by Gilbert Burns in a letter to Mrs Dunlop19; 
“At Whitsunday 1766 we removed to Mount Oliphant, a farm of upwards of 
seventy acres – (between 80 and 90 English statute measures.)”. Actually it is 
89. In the same letter, he states that his father; “then took the farm of Lochlea 
of 130 acres”, and later that “Robert and I took the farm of Mossgiel, consisting 
of 118 acres.” Presumably Gilbert is consistent in his letter, and that these 
latter two farms are also measured in Scotch acres - (which would be 165 
and 150 ‘English’ acres respectively.  I have dwelt on this duality of the acre 
due to its quantitative importance in later calculations.

All the above is leading to Burns’  rood as being a quarter of a ‘Scotch 
acre’; thus sax rood’ is an area of one-and-a-half ‘Scotch acres’, i.e. 6150 x 1.5 
= 9225 square yards; and ‘five rood’ are one-and-a-quarter acres =  7688 
square yards.

2) The Effect Of Ridges
The second ‘area’ problem is that, in Burns’ time and beyond, the fields 

were cultivated into ridges or rigs, for drainage – especially important 
given Ayrshire’s wet climate and soil type. The crop was grown over the 
broad flat crown of the ridge, but not in the ditch-like strips in between. 
This implies that each acre of field did not mean an acre of ploughable 
soil.  Ridges varied in width from farmer to farmer, though Gavin 
Sprott20  writes of “straight fifteen foot rigs that became fairly standard”.  
At that time Andrew Wight21 in Ayrshire, noted that they varied, but stated: 
“I am confirmed by long experience that no ridge should be narrower than 15 
feet”, as he observed in Lord Auchinleck’s farm, a few miles from Mossgeil; 
he also stated that: “high ridges preserve dry four-fifths of the surface, and 
better abandon the remaining fifth than that the whole should be wet.” Thus, 
such ridging might be said to reduce the area available to the plough, by 
about one fifth.  

So, if Burns ‘sax rood’, calculated above to total 9225 square yards, lost 
20% by ridging, this would reduce his daily ploughing area to 7380 square 
yards. (80% of 9225), and similarly ‘five rood’ would reduce to 6150 square 
yards. One or both of these areas, is probably what Maggie and the ‘Auld 
Farmer ’- and Burns himself of course - “turn’t…beside our haun’, for days 
thegither.”

B:  Ploughs And Furrow-Width
An equally vital datum needed to calculate how far Burns walked 

behind the plough, is the furrow-width of his plough: the narrower the 
width, the more furrows per acre, and the longer the plough-walk. The 
difficulty here lies in knowing what plough Burns used, in terms of the 
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width of its furrow.   McClure22 features Wight quoting from a letter dated 
Oct 20, 1780 sent to him from Mr Bruce, the overseer of Ballochmyle farm 
near Mossgiel:   “I confine my views chiefly in this part of the country, for four 
or five miles round where I live….the old Scotch plough, drawn by four horses, 
is in general use” This seems to have been a strong and heavy instrument.  
Alan Jones23 noted that James Small of Berwickshire experimented at the 
time with the curves of the mould-board, producing a cast-iron shape that 
would turn the soil more effectively, thus requiring less effort by the horses 
and less physical strain on the ploughman. 1784 is the publication date 
of Burns’ own copy of James Small’s treatise on ploughs24, so he did know 
about them. Gavin Sprott25 wrote of the ploughs of the time: “The ploughs 
were lighter versions of the auld Scotch ploo.” He also notes that “Small’s new 
light ploughs were appearing in Ayrshire in the 1780’s and were light enough 
of draught to be worked by two horses.”  Although Burns would have seen 
them in use, he did not work with them. Sprott also observed that, “Burns’ 
time in Ayrshire was just before the general spread of the big Clydesdale horse 
from Lanarkshire.”  Ploughing then was still with four horses, yoked in pairs, 
as listed In The Inventory. Here, Burns writes of “Four gallant brutes as  e’er 
did draw”, describing three of their positions as: ‘Lan’ afore, Lan’ ahin, and 
Furr ahin’ , while in his ‘Auld Farmer’ poem, written at Mossgiel in 1786; 
Maggie herself was described as being  a ‘noble Fittie-laun’ (or ‘Lan’ ahin’), 
i.e. the rear left of a four.  

Regrettably, Burns is uninformative regarding his actual furrow width, 
although his contemporary Colonel Fullarton, wrote, 26 

: “The object in this county is to make a furrow 4 to 6 inches deep, according 
to the nature of the soil. In order to lay that furrow neatly up, shouldering to 
the next, it is necessary that the flake or furrow be at least one third wider than 
its depth”. In other words, he implies a 6 to 8-inch furrow.   

Alan Jones, tillage-product manager of Kverneland UK, wrote 27 that 
back in the 1930’s “when horses were still used extensively on the land, 
horse ploughs operated with furrow widths of 6 to 9inches. The average 
width of a horse’s foot is around 7in. therefore, when land was ploughed and 
subsequently sown, often by hand, onto what is termed ‘oat seed furrows’, 
sown seed would roll into the V-shaped furrow. The ploughing would then be 
cross-harrowed covering the seeds with soil. Once germinated, the seed would 
be in rows 7inches apart, just wide enough for the horses foot to pass while 
walking through the established crop.”                                                                      

The Acton Scott Museum farm in Shropshire suggested a furrow-width 
of 9 inches on its ‘Victorian Farm’, while Jane McDowall, secretary of the 
Scottish Ploughing Championship, advised that the furrow width would to 
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some extent be at the ploughman’s discretion, taking into account ground 
conditions and crop to be sown. She suggested that a furrow width of 6 
to 7 inches would have been the norm. She remembers her father saying 
that a good horse ploughman would plough an acre a day - and that was 
after milking in the morning, and doing other jobs before coming back to 
milk at night. Catherine Carswell 28   stated that Burns:  “could plough six 
roods day after day, throwing a furrow 16 inches wide”.  However, she gives 
no reference to her source for that wildly improbable width!

Duncan Dornan, General Manager of the National Museum of Rural Life 
at East Kilbride said that their plough had a furrow width of 8 inches. His 
colleague Bob Powell at the Highland Folk Museum, who is an experienced 
horse ploughman, suggested a typical working day as covering one acre 
for a single furrow plough drawn by a pair of horses, with 11 miles walked. 
This would equate to a furrow width of 9 inches. Simon Barnes, sport 
and nature writer for The London Times referred to ‘an acre a day’ being 
ploughed by “two Shire horses; the ploughman walks 11 miles behind them”, 
i.e. again a 9 inch furrow. Powell and Barnes are both referring to good soil, 
with a light plough and two large modern-breed horses, and a modern 
rate of working.

However, we must take into account the lighter horses of Burns’ time. 
Although strong, active and hardy, I doubt if they could have pulled the still 
heavy ‘Scotch ploos’ at a furrow width of much above 8 inches, through the 
generally wet and clayey soil - even though the lanfine soil of Mossgiel was 
more easily cultivable than other parts of the county, including Lochlea 
and Mount Oliphant.  Together with the various sources of information 
quoted regarding furrows, especially those contemporary to Burns, this 
would seem to confirm the furrow width realistically to lie between 6 and 
9 inches wide. I would suggest a compromise value of 8 inches at most, 
over the ‘Scotch rood’ of ridged fields, partly because there is no need to 
exaggerate Burns’ plough-work by claiming a narrower furrow against that 
reasonable supposition.

C – Calculating The Distance Walked
So, now we have both a possible area ploughed in a good day, and a 

furrow width.
Factoring in ‘sax rood’’ of a ‘Scotch acre’, together with the effects of 

ridging reducing the actual ploughable area, gives a daily area of  7380 
sq yards, as noted above. This enables the calculation of the  distance 
(D in yards), at  furrow-width (F in inches), over which Burns could have 
toiled behind the plough during ‘aucht [8] hours gaun’.  This is given by the 
wee formulae D = 36 x 7380 for ‘sax rood’ and D = 36 x 6150, for ‘five rood’ 
                                              F                                                           F
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From the formulae, a furrow 8 inches wide gives a daily plough-walk for 
six roods of 33,210 yards, about 19 miles; and for five roods this gives a walk 
of 27675 yards, about 15 and three-quarter miles.    It has been a frustrating 
puzzle to try to accurately piece together the interrelated trio of Scots/
English acres, ridged areas, and furrow widths, however approximately, 
but this best guestimate is 19 miles per day, on Burns’ longest and hardest 
days (his sairest daurks), and I have primarily located the calculation on 
Mossgiel, as being where the ‘sax rood’ is most likely.

D – The Energy Expenditure
Taking Professor Durnin’s actual measures 9 of 270Cal per mile of heavy 

horse ploughing, the daily 19 miles would require an energy expenditure of 
5130Cal per day. If the actual working time was ‘aucht hours’ (480 minutes) 
this would amount to 10.7Cal per minute, which would be classified as 
‘Very Heavy Work’ in Durnin’s European industrial classification2.  Even 
simply walking over rough stubble or ploughed ground, at 3.3 mph uses 
7.6Cal per minute – or 3650Cal in 8 hours9. However, nineteen miles in 
eight hours gives rather a fast ploughing speed of 2.4 mph (even in the 
less stony and finer soil of Mossgiel), leading to the possibility that perhaps 
Burns himself worked for rather more than those eight hours, probably 
around nine and a half hours. This is still well within Durnin’s ‘Heavy Work’ 
range of 7.5 - 9 9Cal per minute.  And the severe 5130 Cal total per day is 
probably a fair estimate.  Even the lesser ‘five-rood’ day of 15.75 miles (just 
under 2mph) would give 4253Cal, at 9Cal per minute over eight hours, still 
classified as ‘Heavy Work’.  

My main interest has been to try to calculate Burns’ energy expenditure 
when he was in full spate, i.e. his maximal rate of working at the plough 
in a full long day.  But of course there was far more to farm work than 
ploughing, my interest here. Indeed, Burns viewed sowing the seed after 
the ploughing as possibly even harder work, as he notes in his 2nd Epistle to 
J.Lapraik29:   “Forjesket sair, with weary legs, / Rattlin the corn out-owre the rigs*.  
Personally, I would assess as even more laborious the use of the flail to 
hand-thresh the grain, to separate it from the straw, and Burns viewed it as: 
“The Thresher’s weary flingin-tree / The lee-lang day had tired me.” 30  However, 
overall, very hard labouring work was everywhere commonplace in those 
times, as the two different examples below illustrate;

First, Ayrshire women of that period in most labourers’ and farmers’ 
houses were in the habit of spinning, on very large wheels, the coarse 
country wool…. “and the work is more severe than the spinning of flax; as, 
to twist the woollen thread, they run out the rolls of carded wool to a great 
distance from the  wheel, pacing backwards and forwards 20 or 30 miles in the 
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course of a day’s work.” 31

In the second example,  Peter McNeill, my great-great grandfather-
in-law, documented 32  in detail the work of Tranent and Lothian girl and 
women mine-workers, called ‘bearers’, who, in 10 to 14 hour shifts, each 
carried a total of a ton-and-a-half of coal, in creels on their backs in loads 
of one to one-and-a-half – or even two – hundredweights (51, 76 or 102 
kg), in 20 or more ‘rakes’ (journeys) of 175 yards. They were bent double by 
the creel’s load and by the low roof, with a rise of at least 30 feet (9m) up 
the tunnels, as well as climbing at least 70 ft (20m) up four sloping open 
ladders for every rake. Such female labour was not prohibited until 1843 by 
an edict from Queen Victoria.

In conclusion, the last quarter of the 18th century was still a time of 
general physical labour difficult to imagine in 21st century Britain. Burns 
was a man of his time, a prodigious physical worker, often in harsh 
conditions, with few creature comforts. Even his later work for the Excise 
involved riding 200 miles per week on rough roads, exposed to the 
worst of weathers and making upwards of 12 official visits and detailed 
examinations, in a working day of up to 15 hours.  Little wonder that, like 
so many of his rural compatriots, he did not live to the old age which most 
of us view with trepidation, but which is still a privilege denied to many, as 
it was denied to Robert Burns.

Summary. 
Of  the ‘sax’ or ‘five’ in the manuscripts,  I prefer the ‘sax rood’,  primarily 

as ‘sax’ was the number which Burns submitted and proofed at least twice 
for publishing and as it was ever-after printed.  This gives data of one-
and-a-half Scotch acres needing 19 miles of ploughing with an eight-inch 
furrow and an energy expenditure at a rate of 270 Calories per mile.  Every 
minute, Robert Burns would have had to breathe 60 litres of air to extract 
the two litres of oxygen needed to fuel a rate of work of 10 Calories per 
minute. .  All amounting to 5000 Calories per day; Very Heavy Work indeed.  

*The Calorie is the everyday term for the kilocalorie, the work physiologist’s unit of 
energy.  The UK 2003 national diet and nutritional survey showed a daily intake (and thus 
presumed expenditure) of 2300 Calories for men, and 1600 for women.  
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Burns- The Allusive, The Abstruse & The Assiduous
Ronnie Crichton

Robert Burns made reference in many poems to places, people and events 
with which the reader might be unfamiliar. Many of these rather are to 
be found in his less well known works. James Mackay in his The Complete 
Works of Robert Burns has a marginal glossary not only of Scots words but 
of the names and brief detail of many of the characters and places alluded 
to in the poems. This article is to put more ‘flesh on the bones’ of Mackay’s 
head and side-notes and to give the information in cases of his omission. 
Foreign Languages & Poetical Styles

“What’s a’ your jargon o’ your schools,
Your Latin names for horns an’ stools?”

Robert Burns learned French and his poems are sprinkled with bon mots 
in that language. His interest in and knowledge of music led him to insert 
Italian musical terms in two Epistles–lento (slowly), largo ( broad and slow) 
and allegretto ( somewhat brisk) in one poem and arioso ( in the melodious 
manner of an aria) and gravissimo (very serious and solemn) in another. On 
the Classical languages, Greek does not appear other than in the legion of 
names below.
In Death and Doctor Hornbook, the narrator describes the various potions 
conjured up by the quack: sal marinum is simply sea salt and sal alkali a 
basic salt which is the product of neutralisation of a strong base and a 
weak acid. Farina, the Latin word for ‘flour’ or ‘meal’ is nowadays a cereal 
food while aqua fontis is basic ‘spring water’  A capon is a castrated cockerel 
or rooster fattened for consumption while the comic urinus spiritus would 
suggest aerated urine. 
On Captain Grose, written on an “envelope” enclosing a letter to him, has 
after each first line of a verse Igo and Ago and after each second line Iram, 
Coram, Dago.  Mackay in his note (p.415) says that the basis for the poem 
is an oyster-dredging song from the Firth of Forth with a ‘dog Latin’ chorus.  
However, my research shows nothing  under Igo nor Ago with any relevance 
to the song or poem.  Iram may refer to a lost city (c.1400 B.C.) written 
about in the Quran (Koran) and known in Western Literature through the 
translation of The Book of One Thousand and One Nights.  Coram is a Latin 
preposition meaning ‘in the presence of’, while Dago  may be a corruption 
of Diego used  as an offensive, slang term to describe a Southern European.  
Interestingly there is a piece by an American poet James Whitcomb Riley 
(1849-1916) called IGO & AGO, one verse goes:-
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“here, he laughs, we’ve each a leg, Igo and Ago,
gleg as Tam o’ Shanter’s Meg, Iram, Coram, Dago”

On some of Burns’s poetic style references, the Ode, Sacred to the Memory 
of Mrs Oswald of Auchincruive is interesting in that it has four parts, three 
of which are headed- Strophe, Antistrophe & Epode. This derives from a type 
of lyrical poetry sung in Greek classical theatre, divided into three musical 
parts: in the Strophe, the choir sings moving from east to west, then in the 
Antistrophe, it sings moving in the opposite direction, before finally in the 
Epode, singing standing in the centre of the stage.  However, this bitter, 
unforgiving attack on the recently deceased Mrs. Oswald, is hardly lyrical.
Burns occasionally headed long poems (e.g.The Vision)  Duan First & later 
Duan Second. Duan is simply a Gaelic word for Canto, the division of a long 
poem into parts. 
Classical References  
A – Elements & Other Phenomena

“To canter with the Sagitarre,
Or loup the Eliptic like a bar,

Or turn the Pole like any arrow,
Or when auld Phoebus bids good-morrow,

Down the Zodiac urge the race,”
The often savage North wind has the Bard use Boreas eight times, while 
the poisonous breath of Eurus, but once. Eurus was the Greek deity 
representing the unlucky east wind, his symbol an inverted vase spilling 
water. Aeolus was the Greek god, keeper of the wind in general but we 
associate Aeolian with music in several guises and in the Ode for General 
Washington’s Birthday, we have the lyric poet’s one reference thereto:- ‘’no 
lyre Aeolian I awake’’. (The line before talks of ‘’ no Spartan tube, no Attic 
shell’’ and relates simply to Sparta and Attica, a city and area of ancient (and 
modern)  Greece.)  The beloved sun is expressed by Phoebus ( from two 
Greek words meaning ‘light’ and ‘bright’) on numerous occasions,(once 
the moon), while her counterpart CYNTHIA, the moon itself appears 
but seldom. The goddess of the moon was Artemis, while Cynthia was 
originally an epithet, so called as the goddess was born on Mt. Cynthus 
in Delos, a Greek island. Cynthia’s Car, short and poetic for ‘chariot’ in The 
Fete Champetre refers to the moon’s passage across the sky. Horoscope 
readers will be familiar with Sagittarius, or as Burns has it.’’to canter with 
the Sagittare’’ while ‘’Libra’s sway’’ is of course the first sign of the Zodiac.  
His reference to ‘’hydra drouth did slocken’’ in On Meeting with Lord Daer 
simply alludes to water, probably invigorated with alcohol. Hydra was 
a serpent like water creature from the Greek word hurda but it can also 
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mean persistent trouble or evil. In The Election Ballad, Dumfries 1790, one 
of the protagonists  ‘’high-waved his magnum-bonum ( big bottle)  round 
with Cyclopeian fury’’  The trio of Cyclops were the sons of Uranus (Sky) and 
Gaia (Earth), giants with but a single eye in their foreheads and having 
a malevolent disposition, they became collectively synonyms for brute 
strength and power. So too, Vulcan, the Roman god of fire and volcano, 
often depicted with a blacksmith’s hammer and mentioned several times. 
B. The Muses & Other Gods & Humans

“An syne, they think to climb Parnassus  by dint o’ Greek”
On Greek mythology, where better to start than with the Muses. The Poet’s 
many references to the Muse have had me consider that Burns, while 
acknowledging the Muses e.g.  Parnassian Queans, was captivated by his 
own ‘Scottish Muse’ much closer to home and earthy rather than ethereal 
in The Vision.  He mentions Mounts Parnassus and Helicon eight and three 
times respectively but as with the Muse herself, adds a reference to a local 
hill in Upper Nithsdale in a poem to Jean;- 

“O, were I on Parnassus hill, or had o’ Helicon my fill,
On Corsincon, I’ll glower and spell…………….”

Corsincon, an unassuming hill, sits in Upper Nithsdale half way between 
Mauchline and Ellisland. Mount Parnassus is an 8000 ft. high mountain in 
Central Greece, above the town of Delphi and, in Greek mythology, sacred 
to Apollo and the home of the Muses. Apollo himself is one of the most 
important and complex of the Olympian deities being among others, the 
God of Light, the Sun, truth and prophecy, healing, music etc. Castalia’s 
burn (The Jolly Beggars) and wimplin’ streams ( Epistle to Dr.Blacklock) is 
a spring and stream on Mount .Parnassus, said to be a source of poetic 
inspiration. Mount Helicon in Bocotia, Greece vies with Parnassus as the 
Home of the Muses and likewise an inspirational source. Pindus to Parnassus 
(Verses to Miss Ferrier) refers to a mountain range with Pindhos (as it now is) 
at the opposite end of the chain. The Bard’s commitment to the area is 
exemplified in his calling his horse Pegasus, the famous winged horse of 
Bellcrophon.   
Arcadian’ strains in The Lament, Occasioned by the Unfortunate Issue of a 
Friend’s Amour relate to Arcadia, the home of the God Pan to which the 
strains of the shepherd’s Pipe relate. Originally, it was the idealised rural 
setting for Greek and Roman poetry: while, in English Renaissance arts, 
Arcadia was celebrated as an unspoilt, harmonious wilderness. 
But the classical names are not restricted to gods. A real Queen, Artemesia ( 
Greek) and a symbolic one – Netherplace, Burns wrote 3 Epitaphs On a Hen-
pecked Country Squire, the last featuring the contrast between the ancient 
Queen and the lady of Netherplace House. 
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Artemesia of Caria in ancient Greece dates from c.480BC. She participated 
in the battle of Salamis and became ruler of Ionia after her husband’s 
death. The 4 main Ionian islands today include Corfu ( where the Duke of 
Edinburgh was born). Netherplace was an estate in Mauchline situated 
between Mossgiel and the village centre :the present Nether Walk is north 
of Loudoun Street. William Campbell, the landowner (died 1786) seems to 
have been ruled by his wife Lilian Neilson, daughter of a Glasgow merchant 
: hence the poems.
The poem (I Murder Hate) mentions Socrates, Plato, Leonidas and Cato. 
Leonidas was a Greek hero-king of Sparta, notable for his leadership at 
the Battle of Thermopylae On Cato we are given no clue by Burns as to 
whether he refers to Marcus Cato the Elder, a Roman statesman ( 234/149 
BC), known as both ‘the Censor’ and ‘the Orator’ or his great grandson of 
the same name ( the Younger) (95/46 BC).  The latter was, likewise, a Roman 
orator and statesman who argued with Julius Caesar and was a guardian 
of moral authority fighting against bribery and corruption. These qualities 
would have endeared him to Burns.
The poem simply called Sketch has many poetic references both classical 
and Renaissance, including the Sock and buskin skelp alang, a reference 
to two ancient symbols of Greek drama, viz. a thin-soled shoe and boot 
respectively worn by the actors. There follows the names of no less than 
10 poets in 2 verses, and the five Greeks and one Roman are thus shortly 
described Homer : epic poet ( 8th century BC), famed for the Iliad & Odyssey. 
Aeschylus: ( mistakenly written Eschylus) :1st of three  great tragedians (525-
455 BC), Horace: 65-7 BC) a leading Roman lyric poet of the Augustan age 
who wrote Epistles ( in hexameter verses)and Epodes ( the latter used once 
by Burns- see above) 
Theocritus :- he flourished in the 3rd century BC as the creator of pastoral 
poetry and as with Maro below, wrote an amount of ancient Greek bucolic 
poetry. Maro: lyric poet of the 3rd century BC. He was a priest of Apollo at 
Ismarus, a grandson of Dionysus and said to be ‘a hero of sweet wine’ with 
his chief claim to fame, as with Theocritus, bucolic poetry! Sappho- She was 
a Greek lyric poetess of Lesvos, her powerful, emotional poetry is directed 
toward females. 
In To Robert Graham of Fintry, Amalthea’s horn follows those worn by the 
luckless HYMEN.  He is the Greek god of marriage, called by name to the 
feast and, if not present, was considered a portent of unhappiness. Less 
well known, Amalthea is the most frequently mentioned foster mother of 
Zeus. Located in Crete, she was of uncertain parentage, considered to be 
the daughter of Melisseus and is sometimes represented as a goat: hence, 
presumably, the reference to a horn. 
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In Address of Beelzebub Burns he seats his addressee, The Earl of Breadalbane, 
between Herod’s hip and Polycrates. Herod we know. Polycrates is described 
as a tyrant of the Grecian island of Samos from 538-522 BC, clearly chosen 
by Burns to add force to his argument.
Two additional classical statesmen in The Vision conclude “the Ancients”. 
Demothenes was a prominent Greek politician and orator of the 4th cent. 
BC, who worked as a lawyer and speech writer while Tully ( the name 
corrupted by Burns) is Marcus Tullius Cicero (106-43 BC), Roman lawyer, 
statesman and political theorist who played a critical role in transforming 
the Roman Republic into the vast Roman Empire. To conclude the classical 
figures, Macedon Sandy, Burns’ most notable corruption for Alexander the 
Great.
Old Testament Bible Folk

“The Sire turns o’er, wi patriarchal grace,
The big ha’-Bible, ance his Father’s pride:…
… He wales a portion with judicious care;

‘And let us worship God!’ he says with solemn air.”
From Burns’ wide, almost encyclopaedic, knowledge of the Bible there are 
a long list of references, and six poems have been selected as these contain 
some less well known names. Three, Nimrod, Xerxes and Semiramis appear 
in a Biblical allusion from A Fragment - On Glenriddell’s Fox breaking his 
chain.  Nimrod was the Hebrew King of Shiner, son of Cush and grandson 
of Noah. (Genesis 10 vv8/10).  He is described as a man of power, a mighty 
hunter, responsible for the Tower of Babel but with a bad reputation. Xerxes 
was the fourth King of Kings of Persia (519-465 BC). His name means ‘ruler 
over heroes’. Another mighty warrior, he invaded Egypt and Greece, was 
victor at Thermopylae and may have had Athens burned on capturing it.  
Semiramis was the legendary Queen of Ninus, who on his death succeeded 
to the throne of Assyria in the 9th cent. BC. Many items are attributed to her 
in Asia Minor, including the restoration of Babylon.
A poem already mentioned, I Murder Hate, finishes with but let me have 
bold Zimri’s fate, within the arms of Cozbi. Zimri was a prince of the tribe 
of Simeon during the time the Israelites were in the desert. Cozbi was a 
prominent Midianite who became the wife or concubine of Zimri. Since no 
fraternisation of Israelites with Gentile women was permitted, Aaron killed 
them both with a javelin. ( Numbers 25 vv7-15)
In On the late Captain Grose’s Peregrinations thro’ Scotland   Abel was of 
course the brother of Cain but Auld Tubalcain ,  the Witch Of Endor and 
Balaam’s Ass are Biblical references that may not be familiar to many.  
Tubalcain appears in Genesis 4 at verse 22. A descendant of Cain, he is a 
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smith in iron and brass. The witch was a sorceress who apparently called 
up the ghost of the recently deposed prophet Samuel at the demand of 
King Saul (1 Samuel 28 v.7 et seq.). Balaam’s Ass is interesting, Balaam was a 
Gentile prophet and diviner and his infamy against the Israelites legendary 
(successful in turning them to Ba’al from their God, Jehovah).  So perverse 
was his reversionism (replacing God with lust etc.) that he used his own 
donkey to preach him a sermon in an attempt to restrain his insanity. 
(Numbers 31 v.16). No gender of the ass is given.
Burns’ early poems record many religious ongauns in his native Ayrshire. 
Among the lesser known, A new Psalm for the Chapel in Kilmarnock, on the 
thanksgiving-day for his Majesty’s recovery  states Thou madest two strong 
chosen Ones, To quell the Wicked’s pride: That Young Man, great in Issachar, 
The burden-bearing Tribe. The ‘Young Man’ was William Pitt, then Prime 
Minister and Issachar was one of the twelve sons of Jacob (mother Leah) 
and the leader of one of the six Israelite tribes (Genesis 35 v23) likened to 
an ass with its burden (Genesis 49 vv14-15)
The Ordination has Burns concoct a diet of worship for the incoming 
ordinand of the Laigh Kirk, Kilmarnock where in the 4th verse of the sermon, 
dealing with stories from the Old Testament;-

“Come, let a proper text be read,
An’ touch it aff wi’ vigour,

How graceless Ham leugh at his dad,
Which made Canaan a nigger;

Or Phineas drove the murdering blade,
Wi’ whore-abhorring rigour;

Or Zipporah, the scauldin jad,
Was like a bluidy tiger,

                                                    I’ th’ inn that day.”
Ham is well known as one of Noah’s sons. The Curse of Ham, euphemised 
here is thought to be a misnomer, since the curse upon Canaan was in fact 
imposed by Noah himself. (Genesis 9 vv20-27) The debate has gone on for 
centuries and most now disagree that the curse was the explanation for 
‘black skin’.  PHINEAS an Israelite priest, son of Aaron who distinguished 
himself by fighting against the heresy of Peor and the immorality of the 
Midianites and Moabites who were pushing the Israelites to worship 
Ba’al-peor rather than Jehovah. (Numbers 25 vv1-9)  The story goes that 
Phineas, wielding a lance, attacked an Israelite man and Midianite woman 
found in the man’s tent presumably in flagrante delicto,  thus ending a 
plague sent by God to punish the Israelites for their sexual intermingling 
with the Midianites.  Last of the trio, Zipporah, was the wife of Moses and 
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a daughter of Reuel/Jethro, Priest or Prince of Midian. An incident, since 
much debated, between Moses and Zipporah took place at an inn en route 
back to Egypt. (Exodus 4 vv24/26). God came to kill Moses, upon which 
Zipporah took a sharp stone and cut off the foreskin of her son Gershom 
and cast it at Moses’ feet.  God let Moses go, upon which Zipporah said … 
‘’a bloody husband you are because of the circumcision’’  All three macabre 
and gruesome tales were doubtless chosen by Burns to lend irony to the 
phrase with which the verse begins :- “let a proper text be read “
In line 42 of A Dedication to Gavin Hamilton, ‘’black Gentoos” requires 
explanation.  d Gentoo is a corruption of Gentile In Cape Africans, Gentoo 
was a disparaging term for a prostitute, so named after a ship carrying 
prostitutes to South Africa. 
Places, Faces & Cantharidian Plaisters

“To make a tour an’ tak a whirl,
To learn bon ton an’ see the worl’.”

Numerous references to poets, political figures, actors and artists are well 
noted in Mackay and others in head and side-notes but there are some 
which have not been explained. Albany- or as Burns spells it Albanie- is of 
course Scotland, as is also Albion. The Dukedom of Albany was first granted 
by King Robert III in 1398 to his brother Robert Stewart, the title being 
‘the Peerage of Scotland’ Albany was a broad territorial term representing 
that part of Scotland north of the Forth, formerly the Kingdom of the Picts. 
Albion is mentioned in three poems: in two, refering to Scotland only 
but in The Lass of Albany, it refers as was the original meaning- the British 
Isles-  to the three Kingdoms of England, Ireland and Scotland. Similarly 
in the Ode for General Washington’s Birthday, Columbia is the feminine 
personification of the United States of America, and is used poetically as 
referring to America generally.
In A Dream, the Rt. Reverend Osnaburg is a minor title of the King George 
III’s younger son, the Duke of York.  Osnaburg is a misnomer of Burns for 
Osnabruck, a city in Lower Saxony, now Germany, which gave its name to a 
textile fabric. In A Dedication… James Mackay marginally glosses Ponataxi 
as Cotopaxi, a near 6000 metre high Andean mountain in Ecuador. Similarly 
in South America, Potosi’s Mine and its Wealth ( two separate references) is 
a silver and later tin mine near the city of Potosi in Bolivia. The Icelandic 
volcano Hekla is used to describe a political combatant’s guise in Election 
Ballad 1790; Like Hecla streaming thunder. 
The second verse of The Whistle begins;  Old Loda, still rueing the arm of 
Fingal . James MacPherson’s ‘Ossian Cath-Loda Duan the First’, we have an 
account of Fingal, a young adventurer making a journey to Orkney where 
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there is the description of the airy-hall of Cathulla- Loda. Odin is the major 
god of Norse mythology and is associated with war and death and (less 
gory), poetry and prophecy. Old Loda and later Great Loda is simply is a pet 
name for Odin, based on the story of Ossian, who was Fingal’s son
Of the three English renaissance poets mentioned in The Sketch above 
Mrs Anna Laetitia Barbauld (1743-1825 ) is worth noting. An English poet, 
essayist, children’s author and critic, her essays demonstrated that it was 
possible for women to be engaged in politics (see Sappho with whom she 
is linked in the poem). But her career ended abruptly when she criticised 
Britain for its involvement in the Napoleonic Wars. In The Prologue for 
Mr Sutherland on his Benefit Night, Burns mentions ‘ the Otway scene’. An 
English dramatist of the Restoration period, Thomas Otway (1652-1685) 
is best known for his plays Venice Preserved and A Plot Discovered. Closer 
to home is John Home (1722-1808) his play Douglas, presented at the 
Canongate Theatre, Edinburgh shortly before Burns was born, caused 
such a furore in the Calvinistic city that Home, a Minister of Religion, was 
forced to ‘forsake the cloth’. In another Benefit Night Prologue, this time 
spoken by Mr Woods,  the name of Siddons crops up. Also a contemporary 
of Burns, Sarah Siddons (1755-1831) was a Welsh tragedienne actress while 
Harley mentioned further down the poem, presumably an actor, merits 
no reference so far located. The poet wishes for Hogarth’s magic power of 
painting On Meeting with Lord Daer.  His tenure as assistant to the Grand 
Warden in English masonic life might well have brought William Hogarth 
(1698-1764) to Burns’s notice,  but also Hogarth was famous as a painter, 
engraver and author in his own right with a special bent for caricatures 
and satires.
The poem From Esopus to Maria is interesting if only for the sheer number 
of references, most of which are named by James Mackay. In his preface 
note, Mackay tells us that Burns used the name of a Roman actor, Esopus 
to ‘ conceal the identity of James Williamson, manager of a theatrical 
company which played at Dumfries’. Esopus was Clodius Aesopus, an 
eminent tragedian actor at the time of Cicero & Horace (q.v.)(c.55 B.C.).   
Maria Riddell was the subject of Burns’ angst and a number of characters 
are named.   Mackay omits to note on ‘Malvina’s charms’. This is a reference 
to a woman to whom Ossian addresses one of his poems, the name 
invented by James MacPherson from the Gaelic ‘mala mhinn’ ‘smooth 
brow’ and popularised in Scandinavia.  ‘Wicked Jimmy’, ‘the bad Earl’ and 
‘Jemmy Grasp-all’ were just some of the nicknames given to the 1st  Earl 
of Lonsdale, James Lowther, of Westmorland,(1736-1802)  whose abusive 
action led to Burns’s verbal attack. From Esopus to Maria is interesting also, 
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in that it’s the only occasion in which Burns mentions the deportation to 
Botany Bay of those two political reformers Thomas Muir of Huntershill and 
Rev.Thomas Palmer by Lord Advocate Robert Dundas.   
Finally Cantharidian Plaisters in The Holy Fair, a most amusing simile for Rev 
Alexander Moodie firing devout hearts now that Mackay has the one word 
explanation - Aphrodisiacs; Cantharidin is a chemical compound secreted 
by some types of blister beetle notably the Spanish fly and although it is 
a poisonous substance, it is used as a topical medication, e.g to remove 
warts and tattoos. Medicine has come a long way since 1785, the use as an 
aphrodisiac now banned in many countries. And on that most absorbing 
of subjects, this dissertation on the allusions of Burns ends.
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Wraiths, Rhetoric, and “The Sin of Rhyme”: 
The Shaping of Poet Burns

Dr Kenneth Simpson

This talk identifies some of the formative influences on Burns; it also 
considers the ways in which the poems reflect those various influences; 
and it acknowledges Burns’s awareness of himself as man and poet. 

By the late eighteenth century it was both permissible and fashionable 
to be fascinated by oneself; introspection was increasingly in vogue. As the 
Enlightenment philosophers addressed issues of identity, so imaginative 
literature kept pace. Of one of Burns’s favourite texts, The Life and Opinions 
of Tristram Shandy (1759-66) its author, Laurence Sterne, admitted, ‘’Tis 
a picture of myself’. Later, in the seventeen-nineties, Wordsworth would 
write The Prelude: the Growth of a Poet’s Mind.  Burns writes against the 
background of the growth of autobiographical and quasi-autobiographical 
writing.  Self-representation is in.

From the evidence of poems and letters it is evident that Burns, as 
man and poet, was acutely self-aware. In the second ‘Epistle to Lapraik’ 
Burns reassures the recipient and himself that, as his twenty-sixth summer 
approaches, he has survived gossip and sexual misadventure: ‘I, Rob, am 
here’, he writes. In the early song, ‘Behind Yon Hills Where Lugar Flows’, 
Burns comments, ‘A country lad is my degree, / An’ few there be that ken 
me, O’.  Burns prizes such elusiveness as it fosters the projection of self-
images. As Carol McGuirk notes, by stanza 5 ‘the lyric departs from its 
conventional catalogue of Nanie’s charms to a self-portrait of the young 
farmer as man of feeling’ (Selected Poems, p.192).  

By February 1787 Burns was assuring Dr John Moore, ‘I have very 
attentively studied myself; where I stand, both as a Man and a Poet’; and 
he adds, ‘the novelty of my character, and the honest, national prejudice 
of Scotchmen…have borne me to a height altogether untenable to my 
abilities’ (Letters, ed. Roy, I, 95). The phrase, ‘the novelty of my character’, he 
had used in his first letter to Moore, the previous month. Burns is alluding 
not just to his celebrity in Edinburgh society as ‘Heav’n-taught Ploughman’; 
he is also following the contemporary trend towards self-examination. 

So, in his long autobiographical letter to Moore (Letter 125) he writes. 
‘I have taken a whim to give you a history of MYSELF’, allegedly, he says, 
‘to divert my spirits a little in this miserable fog of Ennui’ which has been 
caused by ‘some lingering complaints originating in the stomach’ (or, as the 
narrator of ‘Death and Doctor Hornbook’ might put it, ‘some curmurring in 
his guts’). Burns takes the self-scrutiny further:
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To know myself had been all along my constant study. – I weighed 
myself alone; I balanced myself with others; I watched every means 
of information how much ground I occupied both as a Man and a Poet 
(Letters, ed. Roy, I, 144). 

Compare Rousseau in his Confessions: ‘Myself alone! I know the feelings 
of my heart, and I know men. I am not made like any of those I have seen’. 
It seems likely that Gavin Hamilton, Robert Aitken, or John Murdoch 
familiarised Burns with Rousseau’s Confessions, published 1782. Originally 
intended as the last poem in the Kilmarnock edition but replaced by the 
more restrained ‘A Bard’s Epitaph’, ‘Elegy on the Death of Robert Rousseau’ 
offers Burns’s design for life: though ‘bred to kintra wark’ and ‘baith wight 
and stark’, ‘Yet that was never Robin’s mark/ To mak a man;/ But tell him, he 
was learn’d and clark/ Ye roos’d him then’. The farm boy would be a poet; 
and, with his distinctive plaid and the only tied hair in the parish according 
to David Sillar, he stresses his individuality. 

Burns is acutely conscious of his role and status as poet: for instance 
‘On a Scotch Bard Gone to the West Indies’ includes the lines, ‘Auld, cantie 
KYLE may weepers wear...He was her Laureat monie a year’. The poems 
abound in references to his craft. Following the example of Fergusson, in 
the second ‘Epistle to Lapraik’, Burns dismisses his Muse, only to engage 
in mock demeaning of his own achievement: ‘Sae I’ve begun to scrawl, 
but whether/ In rhyme, or prose, or baith thegither,/ Or some hotch-potch 
that’s rightly neither,/ Let time mak proof;/ But I shall scribble down some 
blether/ Just clean aff-loof’. 

It is no coincidence that the Kilmarnock edition includes seven epistles. 
The epistle fosters writing to the moment, which resonates with Burns’s 
desire to present himself as a ‘Bard of Nature’s making’, anticipating the 
‘Heav’n-taught ploughman’ designation.  In the first ‘Epistle to Lapraik’ he 
claims, ‘Amaist as soon as I could spell,/ I to the crambo-jingle fell’, and he 
continues, ‘I am nae Poet, in a sense,/ But just a Rhymer like by chance,/ And 
hae to Learning nae pretence,/ Yet, what the matter?’. There follows one 
of his several attacks on formal learning and the wish, ‘Gie me ae spark o’ 
Nature’s fire,/ That’s a’ the learning I desire’. The evidence of his avid pursuit 
of knowledge would suggest otherwise, but Burns knows the role he 
wishes to play.

So who and what influenced Burns? Plainly his father, William Burnes. 
Burns notes, ‘I have met with few who understood “Men, their manners 
and their ways” equal to him’ (Letters I, 134). Revealingly he had used 
this line from Alexander Pope’s poem, ‘January and May’ in a letter of 15 
January 1783 to John Murdoch: ‘the joy of my heart is to “Study men, their 
manners, and their ways”’ (Letters, I, 17). Burns’s father was actively involved 
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in the rearing of his children, writing the ‘Manual of Religious Belief’ as a 
dialogue between father and son, and, as Burns recorded, ‘keep[ing] his 
children under his own eye till they could discern between good and evil’ 
(Letters, I, 135). (After the father’s death, Burns assumed the role of moral 
guardian, especially to his young brother, William. Apprenticed to a saddler 
in Newcastle, prior to moving to London, he received in the course of nine 
months three cautionary letters warning against ‘that universal vice, Bad 
Women’ (Letters, ii, 13-14) and quoting his favourite lines, (from Young’s 
Night Thoughts, Night, I, 30-31): ‘On Reason build Resolve,/ That column of 
true majesty in man’. One suspects that Robert, as much as his sibling, is 
being counselled.  Similarly, at the end of ‘A Bard’s Epitaph’ the reader is 
advised ‘Know, prudent, cautious, self-controul/ Is Wisdom’s root’.)

If morally strict, William Burns was also enlightened. The hiring of 
Murdoch as tutor contributed to Burns’s sporadic formal education. 
Robert was, by his own testimony, ‘an excellent English scholar… noted 
for a retentive memory’ (Letters, I, 135). Murdoch’s main text-book was 
Arthur Masson’s Collection of Prose and Verse, from the Best English Authors, 
second edition (1767). The early emphasis was on reading, writing, 
memorising poems and hymns, and elements of rhetoric. Burns wrote, 
‘My knowledge of modern manners, and of literature and criticism, I got 
from the Spectator’ (Letters, I, 138); and he added that he was also familiar 
with ‘a collection of letters by the wits of Queen Ann’s reign’ (Letters I, 141). 
If Robert Crawford  (The Bard , p.66) is correct in identifying this as John 
Newbery’s, Letters on the most common, as well as important, occasions in 
life (6th edition, London: 1764) then Burns had access here to a wide range 
of writers, from Cicero and Pliny to Addison, Steele, Pope, and Swift. The 
example of Burns highlights the nonsensical dichotomy of knowledge 
and skills in recent educational debate: in his quest for knowledge he was 
all the time acquiring skills. From all of these sources he was absorbing 
rhetoric, the writer’s means of convincing the reader, the artifice that 
conceals artificiality, the subtly disguised means of shaping the reader’s 
response. Burns was also recognising the importance of rhetoric to 
writer and speaker. In ‘The Author’s Earnest Cry and Prayer’ he comments, 
‘Some o’ you nicely ken the laws,/ To round the period an’ pause,/ An’ with 
rhetoric clause on clause/ To mak harangues’. So while the substance of the 
sermons of the likes of Black Russell in ‘The Holy Fair’may be anathema to 
him, Burns acknowledges the power of the oratory. In a recent essay, ‘Burns 
in the Counsellor’s Chair’, the psychotherapist Colin Kirkwood argues that 
Burns even had a certain affinity with Holy Willie. Kirkwood writes, ‘’If I were 
ever writing a play about Burns, I would have him address Holy Willie in 
the following terms: ‘hypocrite fornicateur, mon semblable, mon frere’, 
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a neat adaptation of Baudelaire’s advice, ‘To the Reader’ in Les Fleurs du 
mal (The Persons in Relation Perspective, In Counselling, Psychotherapy, and 
Community Adult Learning, p.127).

Burns’s retentive memory was retaining not just favourite words 
and phrases but also techniques. And all the time he was perfecting his 
mastery of English, so that he was effectively bilingual. ‘There’s ae wee faut 
they whiles lay to me;/ I like the lasses – Gude forgie me’ writes Burns in the 
first ‘Epistle to Lapraik’; here he makes the same point, but  more formally, 
to Moore, ‘My heart was compleatly tinder, and was eternally lighted up by 
some Goddess or other’ (Letters, I, 139).  The Kilmarnock edition includes 
poems in standard English such as ‘The Lament’, ‘Despondency: An Ode’, 
and ‘Man Was Made to Mourn’.  But ‘Auld Scotland has a raucle tongue’, he 
writes in ‘The Author’s Earnest Cry and Prayer’.  This is used to good effect 
in poems where the legacy of the flyting tradition is evident. ‘Ha! where 
ye gaun, ye crowlan ferlie!’: in the opening line of ‘To a Louse’ the rhythms, 
tones, and cadences of the spoken vernacular are clearly audible;  while 
poems such as ‘Halloween’ and ‘The Auld Farmer’s New-Year Morning 
Salutation to His Auld Mare, Maggie’ reproduce the terms of the farming 
community.

This community and its traditions represent another major influence. 
From his mother and her cousin, Betty Davidson, Burns had access from 
infancy to the rural folk-tradition in which superstition loomed large; also 
to its vernacular vocabulary. Of Betty, he wrote,

I owed much to an old Maid of my Mother’s, remarkable for her 
ignorance, credulity, and superstition. – She had, I suppose, the largest 
collection in the county of tales and songs concerning devils, ghosts, 
fairies, brownies, witches, warlocks, spunkies, kelpies, elf-candles, dead-
lights, wraiths, apparitions, cantraips, giants, inchanted towers, dragons 
and other trumpery (Letters, I, 135)

After so clearly identifying the influence of the folk tradition, Burns then 
writes very formally of its effect: ‘This cultivated the latent seeds of Poesy’.

What follows highlights a central ambivalence in Burns, reflective of 
the dual influence of mother and father, native folk and formal English 
traditions:

…[the tales of the supernatural] had so strong an effect on my 
imagination, that to this hour, in my nocturnal rambles, I sometimes keep 
a sharp look-out in suspicious places; and though nobody can be more 
sceptical in these matters than I, yet it often takes an effort of Philosophy 
to shake off these idle terrors. 

Is it really the case that childhood tales of ghosts  have such an effect on 
rantin’ rovin’ Rob Mossgiel, or is he, for the benefit of Dr Moore in London, 
authenticating his status as rural bard? That is, he has to prove that the 
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‘Heav’n-taught ploughman’ is steeped in the traditions of a community 
where George Sinclair’s Satan’s Invisible World Discovered (1685) is a key 
text. Superstition remained rife. Though the last execution of a witch in 
Scotland had occurred in 1722, in Galloway a century later suspected 
women were still being branded. ‘I rhyme for fun’ writes Burns in the epistle 
‘To James Smith’. But in ‘The Holy Fair’ it is significant that Fun recruits 
Superstition and Hypocrisy. These are the poet’s real targets.

If Burns is both product of a folk-culture and sophisticated literary 
artist, it is hardly surprising that an ambivalent attitude should manifest 
itself in his poems; or that those poems can be read on various levels. ‘I was 
placed by Fortune among a class of men to whom my ideas would have 
been nonsense’ (Letters, II, 126), he acknowledged in the preface to the first 
Commonplace Book. Yet in his first letter to Moore he announced,

…my first ambition was, and still my strongest wish is, to please my 
Compeers, the rustic Inmates of the Hamlet, while ever-changing language 
and manners will allow me to be relished and understood (Letters, I, 88).

With a style and register to suit every context and every recipient, Burns 
demonstrates mastery of ‘ever-changing language and manners’. Compare 
the comment to Moore with the lines in The Vision where he claims to have 
done nothing ‘But stringing blethers up in rhyme/ For fools to sing’. 

In ‘Halloween’ Burns records in vibrant vernacular Scots some of the 
associated superstitions. He prefaces the poem with a headnote justifying 
the addition of notes

To give some account of the principal charms and spells of that night, 
so big with prophecy to the peasantry of the west of Scotland. The passion 
of prying into futurity makes a striking part of the history of human nature 
in its rude state, in all ages and nations; and it may be some entertainment 
to a philosophic mind…to see the remains of it, among the more 
unenlightened in our own.

This is remarkable: an authentic representation of a whole range of 
customs and superstitions, but at the same time Burns is also the detached 
anthropologist. In an essay which I recommend unreservedly, Corey 
Andrews offers a major revaluation of this neglected poem (Robert Burns 
and Friends, ed. Scott and Simpson, 2012, pp. 24-37). 

Burns vividly recreates the lore of his childhood but, as one of the 
enlightened and an advocate of progress, he challenges the hold which 
superstition and religion exercise over the minds of the peasantry. On one 
level Burns is entertaining ‘the rustic Inmates of the Hamlet’; on another 
he is demystifying the supernatural. In ‘Address to the Deil’ Burns cites his 
‘rev’rend Graunie’ – giving her equal respect with the clergy – as the source 
of the exploits of the Devil; and some of these mark him out as the local 
nuisance, so that, once again, like the minister ‘Daddie’ Auld, the Devil is 
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a familiar member of the community - ‘auld Cloots’; ‘auld Hangie’; ‘auld 
Nickie-ben’. Even the Fall, the loss of Paradise, is localised and familiarised. 
To the Old Testament version, and that of Milton, Burns adds his own. 
Likewise, Burns challenges orthodox Presbyterianism with his concluding 
wish that the Devil might reform, since even he does not deserve eternal  
torment; it would be good for the Devil, and it might just help mankind! 
Such Arminianism scandalised the Auld Licht.

For Burns there are two Devils, the local whom he meets and berates, 
and that of Milton, whose lines from Beelzebub to Lucifer he uses as 
epigraph to ‘Address to the Deil’: ‘O Prince, O chief of many throned pow’rs,/ 
That led th’embattl’d Seraphim to war’.  Each is a projection of Burns himself 
– the local nuisance because of the satiric gift that David Sillar noted, and 
the towering figure who challenges orthodoxies.  Burns was obsessed with 
Milton’s Satan. To William Nicol he wrote, ‘I have bought a pocket Milton 
which I carry perpetually about with me, in order to study the sentiments 
– the dauntless magnanimity; the intrepid unyielding independence; the 
desperate daring, and noble defiance of hardship, in that great Personage, 
Satan’ (Letters, I, 123). Later he described his life to Cunningham: ‘The 
resemblance that hits my fancy best is, that poor, blackguard Miscreant, 
Satan, who, as Holy Writ tells us, roams about like a roaring lion, seeking, 
searching, whom he may devour’ (Letters, II, 44).  ‘Intrepid, unyielding 
independence…seeking, searching, whom he may devour’: the freedom 
Burns seeks leads him to identify the liberating power of the imagination 
with that of the arch-rebel, Satan himself. Revealingly, in a letter of February 
1787 to James Dalrymple, Burns writes, ‘I suppose the devil is so elated in 
his success…in making you a poet’ (Letters, I, 93). Poets are the Devil’s men. 
This is equally true of the local Devil: in a letter Burns uses his grannie’s 
‘classic phrase, SPUNKIE [will-o’-the wisp]’ on which he claims the Devil 
rides, as his ‘Symbol, Signature, & Tutelary Genius’; and he uses the term 
as a synonym for whisky. ‘Freedom and whisky gang thegither’ he writes 
in ‘The Author’s Earnest Cry and Prayer’: whisky liberates the imagination, 
enabling it to commit ‘the sin of Rhyme’.

So to this key phrase which resonates throughout Burns’s work.  In 
the autumn of 1773 or 1774 Burns’s partner at harvest,  Nellie Kilpatrick, 
initiated  him ‘in a certain delicious passion’(Letters, I, 137), and  inspired 
him to write ‘O once I loved a bonny lass’, his first experience of ‘the sin 
of RHYME’ (Letters, I, 137). How is rhyme a sin? Revealingly here at the 
outset there is a correlation: ‘Thus with me began Love and Poesy’ (Letters, 
I, 137).  Habitually in his writing he links procreation and creativity; poetic 
licence meets sexual licence. ‘Ram-stam boy’ and ‘hairum-scairum son of 
Imagination and Whim’ are one. Sending a song he writes, ‘The inclosed 
is one which, like some other misbegotten brats, too tedious to mention, 
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claims a parental pang from my Bardship’ (Letters, I, 163-4). Even more 
emphatic is this: ‘Making a poem is like begetting a son: you cannot know 
whether you have a wise man or a fool, until you produce him to the world 
and try him. For that reason I send you the offspring of my brain, abortions 
and all’ (Letters, II, 305). Rhyme is sinful, the church would tell him, because 
in using the imagination he not only inflames the passions, he also creates 
his alternative world; that is, the poet usurps the role of the great creator 
himself.

How Burns relished that role! While masquerading as ‘Heav’n taught 
ploughman’, Burns employs the subtlest of rhetorical strategies. It is 
significant that Burns admires Robert Fergusson as ‘the bauld an’ slee’; that 
he praises Lapraik, ‘He had ingine’;  that he jests that William Simson may 
have ‘hinted/ Ironic satire, sidelines sklented,/ On my poor Muse’; and that 
in ‘Epistle to a Young Friend’ he advises, ‘Conceal yoursel as weel’s ye can/ 
Frae critical dissection;/ But keek thro’ ev’ry other man,/ Wi’ sharpen’d, sly 
inspection’.

Burns’s finest achievements are when he takes specific incidents and 
from them develops a universal significance. A tethered ewe has fallen on 
its back; the result is ‘The Death and Dying Words of Poor Mailie’ in which 
a dying sheep exemplifies the human tendency to espouse principles 
in the abstract but do otherwise when personally involved. Having read 
Rousseau on the natural education, Mailie advises Burns against tethering 
sheep in future. But her deathbed concern for her offspring leads her to 
be the protective mother: son is to be warned ‘what I winna name,/ To stay 
content wi’ yowes at hame’ while daughter is to ‘keep mind to moop an’ 
mell,/ Wi’ sheep o’ credit like thysel!’.

The killing of his dog, Luath, on the eve of his father’s death, prompts 
Burns to later complete ‘The Twa Dogs’, where laird’s retriever and farmer’s 
collie share both a language and a fellowship denied their  masters, whose 
respective lifestyles they debate. Luath, the farm-dog, skilfully controls the 
direction of the debate so that it is the laird’s dog, Caesar, who ends up 
extolling the virtues of the peasantry and denouncing the decadence of 
the aristocracy. 

‘To a Mouse’ was composed while the poet was ‘holding the plough’, 
according to his brother, Gilbert. The speaker so empathises with the 
mouse as to distance himself from his fellow-mortals who have ‘broken 
Nature’s social union’. The breach in the natural harmony between human 
and natural worlds becomes a metaphor for divisions among all created life, 
so that the mouse’s homelessness can also represent human deprivation 
(such as his family’s threatened eviction). So the speaker endows the 
mouse with human faculties:
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  But Mousie, thou art no thy-lane,
  In proving foresight may be vain:
  The best laid schemes o’ Mice an’ Men,
  Gang aft agley,
  An’ lea’e us nought but grief an’ pain,
  For promis’d joy!
Farmer Burns composes the poem with hand on plough; and farmer 

Burns knows of the natural hierarchy, the survival of the fittest. But poet 
Burns simultaneously brings his imagination to bear on the material, and 
farmer Burns becomes man of feeling, thereby confirming his designating 
Mackenzie’s book one of ‘the glorious models after which I endeavour to 
form my conduct’ (Letters, I, 17) in a letter to Murdoch at the age of 23.

A local anecdote concerning Douglas Graham of Shanter farm and 
his shrewish partner, Helen MacTaggart, later prompts the poem which 
would become the definitive account of the human encounter with the 
supernatural. The poem exemplifies each of the main concerns of this 
paper: the universalising of the particular – safe until instinct triumphs 
over reason, Tam is everyman. The seductive dancing of a witch at the site 
of his father’s grave might prove – certainly to an ‘Auld licht’ - Burns guilty 
of ‘the sin of rhyme’. The epigraph from Douglas’s Eneados plays to the 
‘rustic inmates of the hamlet’, the modern ‘naïve reader’. While the ironising 
of the narrative persona, so that ‘Tam o’ Shanter’  is also a tale about telling 
a tale, demonstrates Burns’s mastery of sophisticated narrative strategies.

It is time to add a further R to the alliterating trio of influences of my 
title. Reading both stimulates and reassures Burns, enabling him to identify 
himself in relation to precedents and literary traditions. In ‘To William 
Simson’, written May 1785, he volunteers to celebrate the rivers of Ayrshire, 
following Ramsay’s and Fergusson’s memorialising of the rivers of the 
east of Scotland. Caledonia’s bard goes global when he engages in ‘Tam 
o’ Shanter’ with Homer, Virgil, and Gavin Douglas. ‘I, Rob, am here’ assumes 
a new dimension. There is a very real sense in which Burns IS his reading. 
Which takes me back to the self-consciousness identified at the outset and 
the likely influence of Rousseau, for Rousseau wrote, ‘I do not know how 
I learned to read; I only remember my earliest reading, and the effect it 
had upon me; from that time I date my uninterrupted self-consciousness’ 
(Confessions, Price 753). Likewise Burns, I venture to suggest.
Note

The talk printed here was presented at the “Kilmarnock Edition” symposium, held at the University of 
Glasgow’s Centre for Robert Burns Studies, 9th October 2012, and is given here in that form.  A more 
formal edited version appears in Studies in Scottish Literature, vol. 39 (2013). 

As this Chronicle went to press the sad news arrived that Dr Kenneth 
Simpson passed away on 28th September 2013
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A Dream interpreted
Cameron Goodall

To celebrate ‘mad’ King George III’s 48th birthday, The Rev Thomas 
Warton, as was expected of his role as poet laureate, published a panegyric 
ode. He evoked the bards of ancient Greece – Alcaeus, Pindar (who’s form 
he used) or Theocritus – as being solely capable of singing genuine praises 
of his monarch, as only they could be trusted to be objective.

ODE XVI.
For His Majesty’s Birth-Day,

June 4, 1786 

WHEN freedom nurs’d her native fire
    In ancient Greece, and rul’d the lyre;
Her bards disdainful, from the tyrant’s brow
    The tinsel gifts of flattery tore;
But paid to guiltless power their willing vow:
    And to the throne of virtuous kings,
Tempering the tone of their vindictive strings,
    From truth’s unprostituted shore,
The fragrant wreath of gratulation bore.

Twas thus Alceus smote the manly chord.
    And Pindar on the Persian lord
    His notes of indignation hurl’d,
And spurn’d the minstrel slaves of eastern sway,
From trembling Thebes extorting conscious shame;
But o’er the diadem, by freedom’s flame
Illum’d the banner of renown unfurl’d:
    Thus to his Hiero decreed,
Mongst the bold chieftains of the Pythian game,
The brightest verdure of Castalia’s bay;
    And gave an ampler meed
Of Pisan palms, than in the field of fame
Were wont to crown the car’s victorious speed:
And hail’d his scepter’d champion’s patriot zeal,
Who mix’d the monarch’s with the people’s weal;
    From civil plans who claim’d applause,
And train’d obedient realms to Spartan laws.
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And he, sweet master of the Doric oat,
    Theocritus forsook awhile
    The graces of his pastoral isle,
    The lowing vale, the bleating cote,
    The clusters on the sunny steep,
    And Pan’s own umbrage, dark and deep,
    The caverns hung with ivy twine,
    The cliffs that wav’d with oak and pine,
    And Etna’s hoar romantic pile:
    And caught the bold Homeric note
    In stately sounds exalting high
    The reign of bounteous Ptolemy:
    Like the plenty teeming tide
    Of his own Nile’s redundant flood,
    O’er the cheer’d nations far and wide,
Diffusing opulence and public good:
    While in the richly-warbled lays
    Was blended Berenice’s name,
    Pattern fair of female fame,
    Softening with domestic life
    Imperial splendour’s dazzling rays,
    The queen, the mother, and the wife!
   
To deck with honour due this festal day,
O for a strain from these sublimer bards!
Who free to grant, yet fearless to refuse
Their awful suffrage, with impartial aim 
Invok’d the jealous panegyric muse;
Nor, but to genuine worth’s severer claim,
    Their proud distinction deign’d to pay;
Stern arbiters of glory’s bright awards!
    For peerless bards like these alone,
    The bards of Greece might best adorn,
With seemly song, the monarch’s natal morn;
Who, thron’d in the magnificence of peace,
     Rivals their richest regal theme;
    Who rules a people like their own,
    In arms, in polish’d arts supreme,
    Who bids his Britain vie with Greece.
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To Burns – only too well-aquatinted with the factions with which British 
politics were riven following the surrender of Cornwallis and subsequent 
humiliation of defeat in the American Revolutionary War, the aftermath of 
which saw the Royal Family almost equally at war within itself – it didn’t 
exactly catch the zeitgeist. 

In his own poem, Burns addresses the King at length, firstly admitting 
that his own humble appearance must be incongruous amidst the vulgar 
opulence of the dazzling court. He is at pains to state that, since he needn’t 
fear the withdrawal of favours, of which he has remained unburdened, 
that he can be trusted to be objective as to the King’s prosecution of his 
duties as head of state. He admits that, whilst there have been many worse 
kings than George III, there exists one who would make a better one, a 
very thinly veiled admission of his romantic Jacobite leanings. Whilst his 
own capabilities as a poet could be called into question – a return to the 
trope that he is but an unworthy vessel for his muse, as heard in his first 
Lapraik Epistle, ‘I am nae Poet in a sense, | But just a Rhymer like by chance‘ 
and in The Author’s Earnest Cry and Prayer, ‘Alas! I’m but a nameless wight 
... But could I ... gab like Boswel’ – one could scarce fail to mention that the 
disasters overseen by the Fox/North coalition, ‘yon mixtie-maxtie, queer 
hotch-potch’ were ‘Facts ... cheels that winna ding | An’ downa be disputed’. 
That his heir apparent, the Prince of Wales, later Prince Regent and 
ultimately George IV, was close with Charles Fox – whom farmer George 
despised – was common knowledge, so the chance of consensus at Kew 
was highly unlikely.

Although the nation had returned to a state of peace in 1783, the cost of 
the protracted war in the Americas meant that Pitt the Younger’s punitive 
taxation was now the norm in an effort to bring into control the public 
debt. Burns realised that such steps may be necessary, but warned that 
the downgrading of the Royal Navy (under the financial control of Henry 
Dundas at the time) was a grave error of judgement.

In his closing comments to the King, he again questions the veracity of 
Warton’s claims of Britain as a new Greece: “may Freedom geck | Beneath 
your high protection”. In hindsight, his hope that corruption’s neck may 
be “rax’d” was ironically (as was doubtless insinuated) proven false, since 
Dundas, as 1st Viscount Melville, suffered trial for impeachment – the last 
to take place within the Lords – for his handling of the Navy’s finances.

As Burns addresses a stanza to Queen Charlotte there is the most 
callous example of Burns’s desire to be rid of the family when he suggests 
that fate may remove her from care. Given Burns’s later stance on the loss 
to France of their own Royals (see L.649: ‘What is there in the delivering 
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over a perjured Blockhead & an unprincipled Prostitute into the hands of 
the hangman, that is should arrest for a moment, attention, in an eventful 
hour, when, as my friend Roscoe in Liverpool gloriously expresses it– 
“When the welfare of Millions is hung in the scale | And the balance yet 
trembles with fate!”’), the meaning can be chillingly comprehended.

His gaze is next directed toward Carlton House, where the Duke of 
Rothesay’s profligacy knew few bounds. Amazing as it may seem for 
someone so addicted to the wealth that only Tory sponsorship could 
bring him, he was intellectually courted by “Charlie” Fox, foremost of whigs 
and itinerant gambler. I believe Burns felt that the roguish George was 
redeemable, truly and that his debauchery was if anything endearing. He 
adroitly points out that Henry V (The game’s afoot: | Follow your spirit, and 
upon this charge | Cry ‘God for Harry, England, and Saint George!’) had 
previously been incarnated as Prince Hal, who, in the company of Falstaff 
(‘funny, queer Sir John’ ) had lived as irresolute a life as imaginable (If all 
the year were playing holidays, | To sport would be as tedious as to work.)

Next to draw his attention is the Duke of York, titular and secular Bishop 
of Osnabrück, who would thirty-two years later take the chair at the dinner 
organised by Alexander Boswell MP to raise funds for the erection of the 
monument at Alloway. He says that, ‘nane sets the lawn-sleeve sweeter’ in 
allusion to a Bishop’s robes; . His father, in his capacity as Prince of Hanover, 
had given him the Bishopric in infancy in order to secure him an income. 
Since he was was no Catholic but ‘disown[ed] yon paughty dog | That bears 
the Keys of Peter’, he had best get himself a wife before he disgraced his 
ecclesiastical office. Sir Joshua Reynolds’ portrait of 1788 certainly shows 
that he could set a sleeve very well indeed.

Prince William, soon to be Duke of Clarence and later the sailor king, 
William IV, is the last of the sons to get a mention; George and Charlotte 
blessed the country with nine in total, though the last two had recently 
died in infancy. Their fourth son, Edward, was Queen Victoria’s father, but 
Burns was not of course to guess at that. William was a career navy man, 
and Burns uses a great deal of nautical imagery in mocking his doomed 
courtship of Miss Sarah Martin indicating that he ought to ‘hang out’, or 
have a bunting tosser hoist flags to let her know he has designs on her 
hymen. In spite of the disrespectful tone of virtually the entire piece, it was 
the distasteful imagery of this stanza that prompted Hugh Blair to suggest 
it had better be omitted from the Edinburgh edition. Burns demurred.

Burns lastly addresses the Princesses en masse – Queen Charlotte 
having been so bountiful, it would be difficult to find royal husbands for all 
six of them. Burns suggests that they had better make match with British 
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lads, as they were better endowed than their closely-related German 
aristocracy.

In his closing stanza, Burns warns the entire family that, whilst Pitt’s 
nascent administration had allowed the ire of the public to pass from 
Farmer George to Lord North, a storm cloud approached, which at the 
time looked as likely to break over Britain as pre-revolutionary France. 
Burns lowers his register in this last stanza to the strongest Scots to be 
found in the poem. Perhaps he intended to mystify the verse as a defence 
mechanism; perhaps he intended to show his intent as pawky humour – 
either way, there appears to be an acceptance that what he has said could 
be viewed as high treason, but Burns was engaging, as Christopher Whatley 
pointed out in Burns: Work, Kirk and Community, in a long-established 
Scots tradition of using the King’s birthday as a means of reminding him 
of his responsibilities. He uses, after all, the Christs’ Kirk stanza, which was 
purportedly developed by one of George III’s ancestors.

A Dream was a boldly seditious work. The poet tried to downplay this 
in his headnote:

“Thoughts, words, and deeds, the Statute blames with reason; 
But surely Dreams were ne’er indicted Treason.
On reading, in the public papers, the Laureate’s Ode, with the other 

parade of June 4th 1786, the Author was no sooner dropt asleep, than he 
imagined himself transported to the Birth-day Levee; and, in his dreaming 
fancy, made the following Address.”
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Epistle to J Lapraik, An Old Scotch Bard,
 April 1st  1785.

Jim Thomson
Summary
John Lapraik was a Muirkirk farmer who was imprisoned in 1785 for 

debt due to the crash of the Ayr Bank.  He took to poetry in gaol and 
wrote a song “When I Upon Thy Bosom Lean” which Burns heard at a social 
evening in Mossgiel.  Burns took the initiative to write to Lapraik and the 
first communication is widely considered one of the best of his verse-
epistles.  

The poem is written in the measure of Standard Habbie, sometimes 
known as the Burns Stanza.  This was, in fact, invented by Robert Sempill 
the younger in the poem Lament for Habbie Simpson a 16th Century piper 
from Kilbarchan.  It is by far the most common form Burns uses in verse-
epistles and it is seen in over fifty of his poems.

The Epistle is an attempt to gain the friendship of Lapraik and 
provides literary beliefs and personal values of the poet accompanied by 
autobiographical detail.

John Lapraik (1727-1807)
  The name Lapraik is of French origin and is believed to be the abridged 

version of Lekprevick which was a family that flourished from the 13th 
Century around what is now East Kilbride, Lanarkshire.  A branch of the 
family settled in the Kyle district of Ayrshire after the battle of Langside in 
May 1568.  John Lapraik of Dalquhram (Dalfram), parish of Muirkirk, was 
the father of several children the eldest being John, born in 1727.  The 
farm is situated on the River Ayr about nine miles from Mauchline on the 
Muirkirk road.

  John inherited his father’s landholdings which were extensive for 
the times and in 1754 married Margaret Rankine of Lochhead, the sister 
of Burns’ friend John Rankine (O Rough, rude, ready-witted Rankine). With 
Margaret came a dowry of £100 Sterling (£1,200 Scots), a substantial sum.  
He also held, in lease, ground and the mill of Muirsmill in Muirkirk.  Margaret 
died during the birth of their fifth child and this led to him remarrying, in 
1776, Janet Anderson the daughter of a neighbouring farmer.

  The Ayr Bank was established in 1769 by Douglas, Heron & Co. and 
induced monetary speculation among Ayrshire landowners and wealthy 
citizens.  John Lapraik was one of these, although not a shareholder.  
In August 1773, the bank closed due to insolvency losing Lapraik a 
considerable amount of money.

Lapraik later wrote a poem about the episode including the verses;
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In the year sixty-nine and seventy
Notes amongst us were too plenty:
We took our glass and were right canty;
And little thought
That plenty, when it’s misproven,
Brings men to naught

The cry went through from “pole to pole”,
There’s credit here for every soul;
If he’s well back’d, without control
He shall have money;
‘Tis bitter sauce to each now,
That then was honey

This credit went o’er all the country;
It was ready as Kings Bounty,
But now there is not one of twenty
That can get rest;
Hornings are going every day,
They’re so opprest

Under Scots law, ‘Letters of Horning’ were issued to people who had 
not paid their debts.  This derives from individuals being “put to the horn” 
the term arising historically from the sounding of three blasts of a horn. 
Originally in Scotland imprisonment for debt was enforceable only in 
certain cases, but a custom gradually grew up of taking the Debtor’s Oath 
to pay. If the debtor broke this Oath, he became liable to the discipline of 
the Church. Further, the Civil power also stepped in to aid the Ecclesiastical, 
denounced him as a rebel, imprisoned his person and confiscated his 
goods. The method of declaring a person a rebel was by giving three blasts 
on a horn and publicly proclaiming the fact; hence the expression, “put to 
the horn”. 

Due to his problems, Lapraik leased out his land and mill to try and 
regain his losses but after nine years of struggling he had to sell up.  This 
did not clear all his debts and as a result his creditors had him imprisoned.  
During his time in Ayr Gaol he turned to poetry and one of his early 
compositions was to his wife entitled, “When I Upon Thy Bosom Lean” 1 
Burns later improved the song and had it inserted in the Scots Musical 
Museum. The song led to Burns’s correspondence with John Lapraik of 
which we have three verse epistles.  Burns is alleged to have visited John 
Lapraik during the winter of 1785/86 when they had a jovial evening 
together but there is little evidence to corroborate this.
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  Inspired by Burns, in 1788 John Lapraik published ‘Poems on Several 
Occasions’.  It was printed by John Wilson, publisher of Burns’s ‘Kilmarnock 
Edition’, and comprised 240 pages.  This did not attract a great deal of 
attention but he had another song published in Volume III of the Scots 
Musical Museum.2

Lapraik entertained the notion of emigrating to America but never 
followed through on his idea.  In 1796 he surrendered the lease at Muirsmill 
and took a cottage at Nether Wellwood, later moving to Muirkirk where he 
was appointed postmaster.  He also kept an inn in the village. On 7 May 
1807 at the age of eighty he died in Muirkirk and is buried in the cemetery 
there.

Review of the Epistle
Verse 1 Burns sets the scene by telling us the time of year using the 

flora and fauna as he does in many other works.  In this case it is obviously 
Spring as the briars and woodbines are budding.  Burns uses the woodbine 
in around twelve other poems and songs including The Banks o’ Doon.  He 
also asks pardon for writing without being introduced.

Verse 2: ‘Fasten-e’en’ is Shrove Tuesday, the eve of Ash Wednesday, the 
first day of Lent.  Lent runs from Ash Wednesday until Maundy Thursday, 
Easter Eve. It is the preparation of the Christian believer through self-denial 
and prayer for the commemoration of Christ’s sacrifice.  It was common in 
many Christian cultures to have festivities prior to Lent and this has led it 
being known in modern times as ‘Pancake Tuesday’ or ‘Fat Tuesday’.

A “rockin” was a social event and is described thus in 1780 by the Rev. 
John Mitchell, minister of Beith, in his Memories of Ayrshire;

 “The other amusement to which we refer had not a military aspect but 
was one of social description called a ‘rockings meet’, because I imagine 
it consisted originally of housewives or housemaids who convened on 
particular occasions perhaps by turns, in one another’s houses – to enjoy a 
friendly chat, taking along with them rocks, that is their distaffs or spinning 
wheels, that they might draw out a thread during conference.  Soon 
however, as frequently happens, it changed character, its exercises, and 
the persons of whom it was composed.  In latter times it consisted entirely 
of young persons convened for cheerful past-time at a neighbour’s house 
and who spent an evening in a romp or in a dance.  Spirituous liquors 
too were probably soon introduced as well as freely administered and 
the parties did not retire until late in the night, or early in the morning 
to their respective homes each youth with his chosen partner , it may be 
apprehended that such assemblages would neither promote the health of 
the body, nor the interests of pure morality”
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See also the description given by Gilbert Burns in his letter to Burns’s 
biographer Dr James Currie. In this case the description seems accurate as 
the poet talks about a good time with jokes being told and the participants 
taking turns at singing songs.

Verse 3 relates to Burns hearing the song “When I Upon Thy Bosom 
Lean” and how it affected him.  Burns later improved the song and had 
it inserted in the Scots Musical Museum (205) and in his own copy of the 
interleaved SMM Burns wrote: “A very worthy, facetious old fellow, John 
Lapraik, often told me he composed [it] one day when his wife had been 
fretting o’er their misfortunes”

Verse 4: Burns lauds Lapraik’s works by comparing him to great writers 
he admires such as Alexander Pope and Dr James Beattie, Professor of 
Moral Philosophy at Aberdeen.   Sir Richard Steele is used mainly for the 
rhyme as Burns knew him as a periodical essayist and dramatist.3 Pope was 
the greatest English Poet of the 18th Century. Beattie was a Scot who wrote 
in English, and yet Burns finds no conflict in praising Lapraik by saying this 
pair could have been the composer of the song.

Verse 5 Burns describes how he tingled with excitement and enquired 
who this genius was.

Verse 6 is further praise of the quality of both poem and writer.
Verse 7 Burns swears an oath that he would pawn his plough and 

equipment or die the death of a hawker’s pony behind a fence, if he did 
not have a drink and conversation with Lapraik.   Burns also considered 
working at the plough a good source of inspiration probably as it allowed 
his mind to roam free.  In his letter to Currie, Gilbert quotes: “Holding the 
plough was a favourite situation with Robert for poetic compositions, and 
some of his best verses were produced whilst he was at that exercise.”

Verse 8 is the start of the autobiographical aspect to the poem, most 
definitely the most intriguing aspect of the Epistle.  Here he tells how he 
started rhyming at a very early age and although the quality was not high, 
he judged it to be fine for himself.

Verse 9: Burns claims to be a poet by accident and states he has no 
pretence to learning, being happy to write when the poetic lyric happens to 
find him.  This is the first major contradiction in the Epistle as Burns clearly 
has a voracious hunger for knowledge and learning (Quellenstudien Zu 
Robert Burns, 1773 – 1791 by Otto Ritter) which is evidenced in the poem 
itself by his quoting great literary names.

Verse 10 is a heartfelt assault on critics.  He complains, as do many 
contemporary writers that the criticisms come from those who do not 
compose or create themselves.
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Verse 11, 12, 13 and 14: Burns is proclaiming superiority of inspiration 
from his humble position over the study, in schools, of classical Latin 
and Greek. He proposes that if you are slow-witted, no matter what your 
education, you are better suited to shovels and stone-breaking hammers.  
He goes on to give his view that the vernacular tradition of rhyming is 
more important than college learning and reinforces this by mentioning 
two of his poetic heroes: Allan Ramsay and Robert Fergusson.3

Burns sees Nature differently from the Augustan view given by such as 
Pope who he mentions in verse 4.  Augustan poets saw Nature as objective, 
equating it with external reality, but in using these lines Burns is showing 
his view to be subjective therefore making Nature ‘original’ or ‘genius’.

The idea that Burns condemns classically educated pedants, claims to 
have no pretence to learning and relies entirely on inspiration, is contrary 
to the facts of his life.  David Sillar, a close friend, recalls the poet always 
carrying books and that when he visited Lochlea farm, Robert always 
had a book on the table.  In 1787 Burns wrote the “Elegy on the Death of 
Robert Ruisseaux”, a mock elegy of himself. He indicates that he thinks he 
has learning aplenty despite his breeding and that to tell him so would be 
flattering.

“Tho’ he was bred to kintra wark,
And counted was baith wight and stark,

Yet that was never Robin’s mark,
To mak a man;

But tell him, he was learn’d and clark,
Ye roos’d him then!”

The question posed by the lines is whether Burns was using irony to 
ridicule himself about pretentions to learning, or was he genuinely trying 
to impress Lapraik with his disregard for education, in preference to the 
natural wit and style of poetry in the Scot’s vernacular. Both positions: 
that of eager student and student of Nature, were true of Burns, his works 
depending on his mood and circumstances. It would thus be unfair to 
assert that his statement of having no pretence to learning was entirely 
disingenuous.  However it does fit, within the Epistle, with several other 
contradictions giving the impression that he was trying to ingratiate 
himself with Lapraik (see Comment).

Verse 15:  Burns is using his gift with language to offer friendship to 
Lapraik without pushing himself forward.

Verse 16: Burns informs us that he doesn’t want to brag or expose his 
flaws and whilst his friends praise him, there are others who abuse him.

Verse 17: Having just refused to brag, he the does so by inferring sexual 
conquest of lassies in the plural.  He is trying to impress as a man of the 



Burns Chronicle 2014 Epistle to Lapraik 97

world, when actually   he had only had sexual relations with one woman, 
Elizabeth Paton (The Fornicator. Verse 2).

Verse 18 and 19: Burns offers to meet Lapraik at a social event to 
swap rhymes, have a drink together and some congenial conversation.  
Mauchline Races took place on the road adjoining Mossgiel Farm.

Verse 20 is probably the most thorough condemnation of money 
grasping and selfish calculation in all of Burns’ works.  In other works, such 
as Epistle to Davie, the garnering of wealth and the values of humanity 
are expressed as direct opposites with some sentimentality. However, here 
he tells us that those who chase after wealth subordinate intelligence, 
friendship and reason to chase money.

Verse 21: Burns states that real men are the opposite of those described 
in the previous verse and will help their fellow men.  By this measure, 
individualism and greed is the supreme evil, while brotherhood and 
mutual aid the greatest good. (See Rule X of the Tarbolton Bachelors’ Club.) 
The use of the word ‘brothers’ here is sometimes taken to relate to Burns’ 
Masonic contacts, but it is more generally accepted that he is referring to 
Mankind at large and is using the term to fit the rhyme.

Verse 22: Burns signs off with style and encourages Lapraik to respond 
in writing. 

Inspirations
As with many of his works Burns draws on the words of others for 

inspiration in his writing and has done so again in this Epistle.  The following 
examples are not comprehensive, but show how widely read was the poet.

Lines 61 – 63 What’s a’ your jargon etc.
From John Pomfret, Reason (1700),
What’ all the noisy jargon of the schools
But idle nonsense of laborious fools
Line 73 Gie me ae spark o’ Nature’s fire
From Laurence Sterne The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy (1759) 
“Great Apollo! If thou art in giving humour, give me, I ask no more, but 

one stroke of native humour, with a single spark of thy own fire.”
Lines 115 – 126 Awa ye selfish, warly race, etc.
From William Shenstone Elegies (1742-45)
Scorn’d be the wretch that quits his genial bowl,
His loves, his friendships, e’en his self designs;
Perverts that sacred instinct of his soul,
And to a ducat’s dirty sphere confines.
But come, my Friend! With taste, with science blessed,
Ere age impair me, and ere gold allure.
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Comment
  The structure of this poem is perhaps not the greatest example of the 

verse epistle within the works of Burns, but it does contain great insight 
into his opinions.  In many ways it allows us to gain a view of Burns as 
he was at the age of 25 just after the death of his father and the move to 
Mossgiel. Professor Thomas Crawford in his study of Burns states that the 
poet longed to make the acquaintance of Lapraik, seeing in him a kindred 
spirit.  Burns’s German biographer Hans Hecht was of a similar opinion, 
stating that Burns saw other poets such as Lapraik and Sillar as part of a 
national literary tradition.  Should this be the case, it seems to be extreme 
in its terms of adulation.  Even if Burns was trying to ingratiate himself with 
Lapraik the man himself must have known that his works did not approach  
the qualities of Pope, Ramsay or Fergusson.

However, if the flattery was insincere then perhaps another motive 
may be considered.  There is some evidence that Burns was fawning when 
writing the lines since he later took the song “Why I Upon Your Bosom Lean” 
and rewrote it for the Scots Musical Museum.  If he was genuine regarding 
the quality of the song in his Epistle there would be no reason to rewrite, 
edit or try to improve it.  This could easily be interpreted as Burns trying to 
put down Lapraik, showing Burns to be the superior poet and allowing his 
ego a free hand. We will never know what drove Burns to communicate in 
the first instance with Lapraik. It may well be that the answer is simply that 
he enjoyed the song and wished to meet him. This is evidenced in his First 
Commonplace Book where he writes, “A letter sent to John Lapraik near 
Muirkirk, a true, genuine, Scotish Bard.”

1
When I upon thy bosom lean
Enraptured I do call thee mine;
I glory in those sacred ties
That made us one who were once twain;
A mutual flame inspires us both,
The tender look, the melting kiss;
Even years shall ne’er destroy our love
Some sweet sensation new will rise.
Have I a wish? ‘tis all for thee;
I know thy wish is me to please;
Our Moments pass so smooth away,
That numbers on us look and gaze.
Well pleased to see our happy days,
They bid us live and still love on;
And if some cares shall chance to rise
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Thy bosom still shall be my home
I’ll lull me there, and take my rest;
And if aught disturb my fair,
I’ll bid her laugh her cares all out,
And beg her not to drop a tear.
Have I a joy? ‘tis all her own;
Her heart and mine are all the same;
They’re like the woodbine round the tree,
That’s twined till death shall us disjoin
2
When west winds did blow with a soft gentle breeze,
And sweet blooming verdure did clothe all the trees,
I went forth one morning to hail the new spring,
And hear the sweet songsters all warble and sing.
I saw the green forest, I saw the gay plain,
But nature to me was delightful in vain,
For love had invaded the peace of my mind,
And Jenny, dear Jenny, was fair and unkind
Ye Powers, who reside in the regions above,
Deprive me of life, or inspire her with love;
Make Jenny’s fair bosom to feel for my pain,
That I may sweet peace and contentment regain.
Then in a retreat with my dear I would dwell;
Contentment should guard us in some humble cell;
Remote, we’ll live happy, the’ simple our fare,
Our health all our wealth, and to love all our care.
3
Alexander Pope (1688 - 1744) was probably best known for his satirical 

poetry and was a great inspiration to Robert Burns.  His most Famous 
Poem was The Rape of the Lock and he was also known for his translation 
of Homer’s Iliad.  Burns uses his works on a number of occasions for 
inspiration, most notably in his epigraph for Tam o’ Shanter.  Pope was 
born in London and from the age of twelve suffered a series of illnesses 
leading to stunted growth (he was 4’6”) and a hunch back.  He was first 
published in 1711. His works being were well received, he made enough 
from his translation of Homer to move from his parent’s home in the city to 
Twickenham.  He continued to write until about 1742. He lies in the nave of 
the Church of St Mary the Virgin in Twickenham.

James Beattie (1735 - 1803) was the son of a shopkeeper from 
Laurencekirk. He studied at Aberdeen University and was appointed 
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Professor of Moral Philosophy there in 1760.  He published many works, 
but is best known for his Poem, The Minstrel, much praised by Samuel 
Johnson and for his essay, The Nature and Immutability of Truth, which 
gained him an annual pension of £200 from the King and an LL.D. from 
Oxford.  After the death of his wife his health deteriorated and he died 
aged 67 in Aberdeen.  Burns uses some of his lines from The Minstrel as 
inspiration for parts of his poem The Vision.

Sir Richard Steele (1672 - 1729) was an Irish politician and writer who 
co-founded The Spectator magazine.  He published a number of works 
including 188 episodes of The Tatler.  He was knighted in 1714 and given 
responsibility for the Theatre Royal in Drury Lane.  He was a member of the 
Whig Kit-Kat Club and retired to Carmarthen in 1724 where he died and is 
buried in St Peter’s Church.

Robert Fergusson ( 1750 - 1774), born in Edinburgh and educated at 
St Andrews University, lived the bohemian life in Edinburgh and was first 
published in 1773.  His poems were very influential on Burns who mentions 
him often in his correspondence.  Burns commissioned and paid for a 
headstone on the then unmarked grave of Fergusson in the Canongate 
Kirkyard in Edinburgh.

Allan Ramsay (1686 - 1758) from Leadhills was a noted poet, playwright, 
librarian and wigmaker who was first published in 1721.  He was very 
influential on Burns who quotes from him in his letters to Agnes M’Lehose, 
his ‘Clarinda’.  Highly regarded by his contemporaries, he wrote the words 
for the march of The Royal Company of Archers.
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Epistle to J. Lapraik, An Old Scotch Bard,  April 1st  1785

While briers an’ woodbines budding green,
An’ Paitricks scraichan loud at e’en,

And morning Poossie whiddan seen,
Inspire my Muse,

This freedom, in an unknown frien’
I pray excuse.

At Fasteneen we had a rockin,
To ca’ the crack and weave our stockin;
And there was muckle fun and jokin,

Ye need na doubt;
At length we had a hearty yoking,

At sang about.

There was ae sang, amang the rest,
Aboon them a’ it pleas’d me best,

That some kind husband had addrest
To some sweet wife:

It thirl’d the heart-strings thro the breast,
A’ to the life.

I’ve scarce heard ought describ’d sae weel,
What gen’rous, manly bosoms feel;

Thought I, ‘Can this be Pope, or Steele,
Or Beattie’s wark;’

They tald me ‘twas an odd kind chiel
About Muirkirk.

It pat me fidgean-fain to hear ’t,
An’ sae about him there I spier’t;

Then a’ that kent him round declar’d,
He had ingine;

That nane excell’d it, few cam near ’t,
It was sae fine.

That set him to a pint of ale,
An’ either douce or merry tale,

Or rhymes an’ sangs he’d made himsel,
Or witty catches,
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‘Tween Inverness and Tiviotdale,
He had few matches.

Then up I gat, an’ swoor an aith,
Tho’ I should pawn my pluegh an’ graith,

Or die a cadger pownie’s death,
At some dyke-back,

A pint an’ gill I’d gie them baith,
To hear your crack.

But first an’ foremost, I should tell,
Amaist as soon as I could spell,

I to the crambo-jingle fell;
Tho’ rude an’ rough,

Yet crooning to a body’s sel,
Does weel eneugh.

I am nae Poet, in a sense,
But just a Rhymer like by chance,
An’ hae to Learning nae pretence,

Yet, what the matter?
Whene’er my Muse does on me glance,

I jingle at her.

Your Critic-folk may cock their nose,
And say ‘How can you e’er propose,

‘You  wha ken hardly verse frae prose,
To make a sang?’

But by your leaves, my learned foes,
Ye’re maybe wrang.

What’s a’ your jargon o’ your Schools,
Your Latin names for horns an’ stools;

If honest Nature made you fools,
What sairs your Grammars?

Ye’d better taen up spades and shools,
Or knapping-hammers.

A set o’ dull, conceited Hashes,
Confuse their brains in College-classes !
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They gang in Stirks, and come out Asses,
Plain truth to speak;

An’ syne they think to climb Parnassus
By dint o Greek!

Gie me ae spark o’ Nature’s fire,
That’s a’ the learning I desire;

Then, tho’ I drudge thro’ dub an’ mire
At pleugh or cart,

My Muse, tho’ hamely in attire,
May touch the heart.

O for a spunk o’ Allan’s glee,
Or Ferguson’s, the bauld and slee,

Or bright Lapraik’s, my friend to be,
If I can hit it!

That would be lear enough for me,
If I could get it.

Now, Sir, if ye hae friends enow,
Tho’ real friends I b’lieve are few,

Yet, if your catalogue be fow,
I’se no insist;

But gif ye want ae friend that’s true,
I’m on your list.

I winna blaw about mysel,
As ill I like my fauts to tell;

But friends an’ folk that wish me well,
They sometime roose me;

Tho’ I maun own, as monie still,
As far abuse me.

There’s ae wee faut they whiles lay to me,
I like the lasses – Gude forgie me!

For monie a Plack they wheedle frae me,
At dance or fair:

Maybe some other thing they gie me,
They weel can spare.
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But MAUCHLINE Race or MAUCHLINE Fair,
I should be proud to meet you there;
We’se gie ae night’s discharge to care,

If we forgather,
An’ hae a swap o’ rhymin-ware,

Wi’ ane anither.

The four-gill chap, we’se gar him clatter
An kirs’n him wi’ reekin water;

Syne we’ll sit down and take our whitter,
To cheer our heart;

An’ faith, we’se be acquainted better
Before we part.

Awa ye selfish, warly race,
Wha think that havins, sense an’ grace,

Ev’n love an’ friendship should give place
To catch-the –plack!

I dinna like to see your face,
Nor hear your crack.

But ye whom social pleasures charms,
Whose hearts like the tide of kindness warms,

Who hold your being on the terms,
‘Each aid the others,’

Come to my bowl, come to my arms,
My friends, my brothers!

But, to conclude my lang Epistle,
As my auld pen’s worn to the grissle;

Twa lines fae you would gar me fissle,
Who am, most fervent,

While I can either sing, or whissle,
Your friend and servant.
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The Poet and The President
James Davidson

Robert Burns was Abraham Lincoln’s favourite poet and his knowledge 
of the subject was so complete that Lincoln would often give lectures on 
the works of Burns. The belief is that Lincoln first encountered Burns by 
hearing poems recited by Jack Kelso, when Lincoln would be in his early 
20’s and living in New Salem, Illinois. 

 Lincoln’s first chance to study Burns came through reading a book of 
Burns’s poetry owned by lawyer John A. Brackenridge of Booneville, Indiana. 
Although Brackenridge owned the book, he was several generations 
removed from his Scots ancestors and could hardly have given Lincoln 
much help in mastering ‘Scots’ words and the Ayrshire dialect. 

Both while practising law and during his campaign for election to 
Congress, a book of Burns’s works was an inseparable companion to 
Lincoln, and to this he referred constantly. Said Milton Hay, a law student 
in Lincoln’s law office from 1839 to 1840,  “He could very nearly quote every 
Burns poem from memory. I have frequently heard him quote the whole 
of Tam o’ Shanter, Holy Willie’s Prayer, Epistle to a young friend and The 
Cottars Saturday Night - all from memory. 

He had acquired the Scottish Accent, and could render Burns perfectly.” 
Lincoln’s favourite Burns poem was Tam o’ Shanter.

Dr James Cornelious, Curator of the Abraham Lincoln Presidential 
Library and Museum, in Springfield, Illinois, feels there is much about 
the influence of Burns on Lincoln of which we are still ignorant. That a 
man raised in Kentucky, Indiana and Illinois and without the advantage 
of a literary education, was such a master of the Scottish dialect that he 
could recite, with a proper Scottish accent, such poems as ‘Holy Willie’s 
Prayer’ is remarkable. It suggests that Lincoln must have had associates 
who themselves were masters of the dialect, and that Lincoln had far more 
than a casual interest in the works of Burns. But the question remains; who 
taught Lincoln the Scots dialect?

A question posed by Burns is the cry of the down-trodden and 
oppressed of humanity from the dawn of history. 

“If I’m designed yon lording’s slave
By Nature’s law design’d

Why was an independent wish
E’er planted in my mind ?
If not, why am I subject to
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His cruelty and scorn ?
And why has Man the will and pow’r

To make his fellow mourn ?”
  The man who hated slavery and sympathised with the oppressed, 

weary and heavy-laden everywhere, would feel in his heart every verse of 
Man was made to Mourn. No public figure better answered Burns’ question 
than Lincoln himself by signing the Thirteenth Amendment of the United 
States Constitution, which freed 4,000,000 slaves in December, 1865. Burns 
and Lincoln were alike in many ways, one born in a clay biggin and one in 
a wooden shack; one schooled in the farmlands of Ayrshire, the other in 
the forests and the prairies. These schools of outdoor life and wide open 
spaces, taught the simple lesson that all men are brothers in the eyes of 
Nature. 

  There is the story of Burns out riding with some young landed gentry near 
Edinburgh. He stopped to speak to an elderly farmer. On returning to the party 
Burns was rebuked by his young companions for wasting time. Burns replied, 
     “I was not speaking to the suit of hodden grey, sconce bonnet and 
wooden shoes but to the man, sir!  The man that stood in them, for true 
manly worth and character would weigh down you, me, and a dozen more 
such any day”. This was a principle that Lincoln could relate to.  He and Burns 
were truly kindred spirits in their belief of common humanity and equal 
rights. I leave the closing words to Abraham Lincoln who commented;  
    “Burns never touched a sentiment without carrying it to its ultimate 
expression and leaving nothing further to be said.”  When asked to propose 
a toast to Robert Burns he replied;  “I cannot frame a toast to Burns. I can 
say nothing worthy of his generous heart transcending genius. Thinking of 
what he has said, I cannot say anything which seems worth saying.”  

Abraham Lincoln, 
President of the United States of America.

The release of the new Steven Spielberg film ‘Lincoln’ on 25th January 
2013 prompted James Davidson, Past President of Mauchline Burns Club 
to contribute the above article.
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Manuscript Acquired by  The Mitchell Library 

At Bonham’s salerooms in London on 10th April 2013 Lot 80 comprised 
an autograph manuscript of the song “My Nanie’s awa” and this was 
successfully acquired by The Mitchell Library, Glasgow at a price, including 
the premium, of £23,750.  

The song was written by Burns on Mrs Agnes “Nancy” McLehose who 
parted with him on 6th December 1791 and left Scotland for the West 
Indies. The only manuscript of the song seen by Kinsley was in Burns letter 
to George Thomson dated Dec 9th, with a postmark suggesting 1794.  
It has been suggested that this is an error and that the letter should be 
attributed to 1791, but if this song had been around surely Robert would 
have sent a version of it to Nancy in his letters of 8th 15th or 27th December 
1791.   This MS was sold by Sotheby’s NY in June 2011, Kinsley was aware of 
a copy in America for which JW Egerer had sent a photocopy and another 
was known having once been in the possession of the Editor of the Aldine 
Edition. 

This MS has ‘gay’ for ‘blythe’ in line 1, ‘And’ for ‘While’ in line 3, ‘But’ is 
omitted from line 4, line 5 is given ‘The Primrose & Daisy our glens may 
adorn’, ‘torture’ for ‘pain’ in line 7, line 8 has ‘For sweet is my’ deleted and 
‘They mind me o’’ inserted, in line 10 ‘To warn the’ is written above ‘The 
shepherd to warn’, line 11 after ‘And’ is deleted ‘a’ ye sweet songbirds 
that rouse at her a’ and inserted ‘ thou mellow mavis that hails the night 
fa’’, finally, in line 13 above ‘and grey’ is inserted ‘array’. These pose the 
question, is this the Aldine MS?, no doubt this and other interesting points 
will emerge when other Glasgow experts have an opportunity to examine 
it closely. 

This acquisition reinforces the commitment that The Mitchell Library 
has to enhance and strengthen its Burns Collection.  This policy dates from 
the very inception of The Mitchell Library when the first trustees met and 
resolved that fundamental to the library strengths would be as substantial 
as possible holdings in Glasgow and in Robert Burns.  The Mitchell certainly 
upholds that brief today continually acquiring contemporary writing on all 
aspects of the Poet, and as seen in this acquisition boldly adding to their 
collection of treasures.  A Catalogue of the Robert Burns Collection was 
published in 1959 and this was revised and updated by Joe Fisher in the 
next anniversary year of 1996. Scholars over the years have been most 
thankful for this fantastic aid to Burns studies and searches in the Mitchell 
and surely time is upon us again for yet another update to keep up with the 
ever expanding Mitchell Robert Burns Collection.   The collection is steadily 
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busy with numerous callers to the building wishing to view many of the 
treasures in the search room, and the staff deals with email enquiries from 
all over the world, 15 specifically Burns related since 1st April this year.

Glasgow Conference 2014

The Centre for Robert Burns Studies’ Annual Burns Conference 2014 will 
this year be held on Saturday, 25th January in partnership with Glasgow 
Life & Celtic Connections at the Mitchell Library, Glasgow, which holds one 
of the best Robert Burns collections in the world.   The 2014 conference 
is based on the theme of ‘Homecoming’, and offers a diverse range of 
papers.  Ronnie Black (University of Edinburgh) will speak on Robert Burns 
and eighteenth-century Gaelic poetry, while Jerry Brannigan will discuss 
the newly discovered portrait of Burns which could be by Nasmyth.  Alex 
Deans (University of Glasgow) will talk about Burns and James Hogg, 
George Smith will present on the Burns forger, ‘Antique Smith’. To mark the 
next phase of the new OUP edition of Burns, Murray Pittock (University 
of Glasgow) will reveal some of the recent work undertaken on the Scots 
Musical Museum. And, with a musical performance by Kath Campbell 
and discussion of the Mitchell’s recent acquisition of the ‘Nanie’ song-
manuscript reported above, the annual Burns Conference is not to be 
missed. Ticket information is on websites of both Celtic Connections and 
the Centre for Robert Burns Studies, University of Glasgow.

Burns in the Auction-Room.
It is hoped in Future Chronicles to report on activity and sales of Burns 
Manuscripts, Burnsiana and interesting Editions in the Auction Houses 
and Salerooms around the globe.  The Editor will appreciate news from 
our readers of any sales of interest either before or after these have taken 
place. editor@rbwf.org.uk
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A Short History of the Burns Chronicle and Editors
Bill Dawson

Shortly after the Burns Federation was instituted in 1885 it was 
resolved to publish an annual magazine. The Burns Chronicle was formally 
proposed and agreed at a meeting on the 4th of September 1891 with 
the first edition intended to appear barely four months later in January 
1892. That first issue was, not surprisingly, a little tardy and it has been in 
continuous publication over the 122 years since.  Over this time there have 
been several Editors, some of long service others passing in an edition or 
two.   

The first Editor, John Muir of Kilmarnock, steered the inaugural volume 
to publication but by the following edition of 1893 he had been moved 
to a position of “Acting Manager”, the Federation having resolved that the 
experiences of the first edition required some division of responsibilities. 
The position of Editor was taken up by Duncan McNaught of Kilmaurs, a 
post he was to hold for 33 editions until his death in June 1925. J.C. Ewing 
edited the Chronicle from the 1926 volume until 1948 and an editorial 
board assembled the 1949 Chronicle before William Montgomerie of 
Broughty Ferry was installed to the editorial chair for the 1950 Chronicle 
and he transitioned it into the broader spectrum publication, The Scots 
Chronicle, for 1951 before vacating the hot-seat for James Veitch of Peebles 
who oversaw the return to the original title serving as Editor from 1952 until 
1975, passing to Arthur Daw of Kirriemuir for two years. The 1978 edition 
brought James Mackay of Dumfries to the Federation where he remained 
as Editor until he was replaced in 1991 with Peter Westwood, bringing the 
change to the Chronicle in parts, first quarterly, a return to the annual 1995 
– 2001 and then three issues per annum with a large additional special in 
2010 and his last edition, Spring 2010, after which I was called in as Interim 
Editor for four parts from  the Summer 2010 edition, then being appointed 
Editor for a three year term at Conference in 2011. 

The proposal  that the Burns Federation  should issue a yearly Burns 
Chronicle was moved by Colin Rae-Brown at a meeting of the Federation 
Executive on Friday 4th September 1891, with the rider that the first 
number appear in the January following. The motion was seconded by 
President Ex-Provost Peter Sturrock and carried unanimously. From the 
first, the aim was for a volume “narrating the Burnsiana events of the 
year” and to carry articles from “Burnessian scholars of prominence and 
recognized ability”. The first edition was of 135 pages and included listings 
of the Federated Burns Clubs and full contact details of these and of many 
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clubs which were not federated. Optimistically included was a list of people 
who had promised contributions to future Chronicles but many of those 
listed never had an article featured.

This division of content continued throughout the life of the Chronicle, 
Clubs were asked to submit an annual return giving principal office-bearers 
and a report of activities. In early days, a few clubs would write a few lines, 
as the publication grew so did the reports, some remaining succinct other 
running to pages but yet it was only a small proportion of the clubs on the 
roll who wrote. From time to time there have been calls to bring in more, 
briefer reports and Club information and it has been a constant struggle to 
achieve up-to-date statuses and report of activities. James Mackay worked 
hard in this endeavour, chasing information and his time reached a peak 
of 183 Club reports in 1987, representing almost 50% of our membership 
roll, some quite extensive and others of utmost brevity, the whole running 
to approaching 100 pages.  Club reports were then dropped for a couple 
of years but many missed them and they returned in 1990 but supposedly 
limited to 150 words. Listing of Club Office-Bearers continued to depend 
on the latest information sent in by the Clubs and in many instances 
remained quite out of date.  

There have been many, mostly subtle, changes to the Chronicle over 
the years since inception but the change in the 1951 edition is the most 
noticeable and outstanding.  Following the retiral of JC Ewing following the 
issue of the 1948 edition, the Chronicle was put in the hands of an Editorial 
Board who, in 1949, with the appointment of William Montgomery as Editor, 
recommended that the Chronicle be split into two distinct publications, 
The Robert Burns Chronicle to simply carry the Club Directory, notes and 
Conference reports etc., and another entitled Scottish Miscellany to have 
more general Scottish articles with a view to broadening the appeal and 
increasing sales. Editor Montgomery moved in this direction and 1951 
saw a Burns Federation Yearbook with all the usual Federation reports and 
information, full directories of the Clubs etc and 61 Club Reports (from a 
roll of 352) on 21 pages. The 1951 “chronicle” had been advertised as “The 
Unicorn” but by the time of publication it was the Scots Chronicle with 
only a third of its 100 pages carrying articles relating to Robert Burns. Not 
surprisingly the membership, who had become attached to the traditional 
publication, expressed their views, the bold experiment was abandoned, 
and for 1952 James Veitch was installed as Editor with a return to the Robert 
Burns Chronicle complete with 81 Club reports and all the usual annual 
data. By 1975 there had again been a desire to widen the readership of 
the Chronicle and firstly Arthur Daw and then new Editor Jim Mackay were 
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briefed to increase the ephemeral reporting and news element of the 
Chronicle.  James Mackay certainly did this in considerable measure, with 
more and shorter articles supported with extensive pictorial features and 
news of a multitude of celebrations and commemorations.   The mood of 
the day continued to be for more publicity of Federation and Club activity, 
again the decision was taken to divide the publication and a quarterly 
tabloid newspaper “The Burnsian” was launched in December 1986 with 
Jim Mackay as Editor until Peter Westwood took up that editorship in 1989 
and The Burnsian underwent the first of its changes in format to an A4 
magazine in black and white with red highlights, but featuring the news of 
events in the Burnsian community.  Over the next few years The Burnsian 
enjoyed life in several guises in 1990 & 91 as a A4 glossy magazines, 
matching the new style quarterly Chronicle as an A5 booklet August 1991 
through to 2001 when it became an A4 colour glossy magazine and it was 
discontinued after August 2002 with all the content assimilated again 
into the Chronicle which had reverted to an annual 1995 – 2001 and then 
converted to three issues per annum from Autumn 2002.   

Printing and publication costs were increasing over this period and 
surprisingly the Burnsian had been launched against a background of these 
and the shrinking financial reserves of the Federation.  Not surprisingly 
this could not all be sustained, economic turmoil ensued and led to the 
departure of the Chronicle Editor James Mackay.   Peter Westwood took 
over as Editor, altering the Chronicle to align with his favoured Burnsian 
quarterly publication and sized the Burnsian to mail out the twin 
publications together. There were no Club listings or reports included from 
issue 1992 forward. There was always optimism that circulation would 
increase but along with financial strictures and austerity in many areas, 
libraries and public bodies among others dropped their subscriptions. 

Throughout its life, there has always been an optimistic wish for higher 
circulation figures, and frequent reports that costs exceeded revenues. 
Duncan McNaught however, it has to be said, reported surpluses shortly 
after commencement and reports have consistently shown that the 
Chronicle was earning its keep, albeit with the caveat that higher sales would 
be appreciated. Lists were published showing Clubs which subscribed for 
multiple copies, many were consistently substantial purchasers of high 
numbers, but even at a peak print run of over 3500 copies the books often 
struggled to balance and it was only heavily solicited advertising that saved 
the day.   Huge ambitions were often voiced, Sir Patrick Dollan argued that 
it should attain sales of 20,000 and the Editor in 1950 suggested it could 
attain 100,000 copies sold! In recent times the Federation has issued the 
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Chronicle to its Members as part of their annual subscription so the drive 
to sell has fallen, we now print less than 1000 copies mainly distributed to 
our members and there are only a handful of outside sales to libraries and 
institutions.

The title of the Publication has moved a little through time from 1892 
– 1925 it was Annual Burns Chronicle & Club Directory, dropping annual 
for 1926 – 1942, Burns Chronicle & Club Directory, then 1943 - 1949 Robert 
Burns Annual and Chronicle, simply the Robert Burns Chronicle for 1950 
then the ill-fated Scots Chronicle for one year then Robert Burns Chronicle 
until 1975. From 1926 the spine had carried Burns Chronicle with the year 
and this became the name we all know, recognise and love, through all the 
changes of style, editor and content, it is still yet the BURNS CHRONICLE.

Dates given are cover dates of the referenced editions, not publication 
dates.  Early volumes were published in January of the year; latterly the 
edition has been brought out in the late part of the preceding year, even 
as early as September. 

For a fuller history of the Chronicle to that time, see pages 77 – 100 of 
Jim Mackay’s excellent “The Burns Federation 1885-1985” available price 
only £7.50 from the Federation Bookshop www.rbwf.org.uk 

The Burns 
Federation  
1885 -1985
Fourteen in-depth chapters 
giving a comprehensive history 
of the Burns Federation

By James A Mackay

From the  
Federation Online Shop

www.rbwf.org.uk

£7.00
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Robert Burns and Scottish Independence
Norrie Paton

“The story of Wallace poured a Scotish prejudice in my 
veins which will boil along there till the flood-gates of life shut 
in eternal rest.”                                                              Robert Burns  

On January 16, 1707 the Treaty of Union was passed by the Parliament 
in Edinburgh, and Scotland ceased to be an independent nation. The 
actual State of Union was fixed to commence on the first day of May, and 
Queen Anne led off a fitting display of excited celebrations in London 
with four hundred coaches passing through the streets to St Paul’s, to the 
great delight of the cheering crowds. In Scotland however, there was no 
rejoicing, and even the Kirk proclaimed a day of fasting “to atone for the 
country’s humiliation”.

The English government, as part of the agreed union, had promised 
Scotland an ‘equivalent’ of £398,085 10s., as a form of compensation, but 
it failed to arrive until August 5, when the twelve wagons, escorted by a 
troop of dragoons, were stoned by a furious crowd as they trundled into 
Edinburgh. There was further anger when it emerged that, three-quarters 
of this ‘bribe’ had been paid in suspect Exchequer bills, with only the 
remaining quarter in acceptable currency.     

One year later the people of Scotland prepared for rebellion against 
the treacherous sell-out of their nation; Sir Winston Churchill would 
describe the situation thus: “Highland clansmen, Lowland Jacobites, Whig 
noblemen, Catholics, and Presbyterians, were all ripe for rebellion, though 
with different objects. Now, if ever, was the hour for the rightful heir to 
Scotland’s ancient crown to set foot upon Scottish soil”.1 In the end there was 
no actual rising, the whole matter ending in chaos and fiasco; everything 
seemed to go completely wrong, and Admiral Byng, after an initial scare, 
rather easily prevented the agreed French support from reaching Scottish 
shores. Frank McLynn, the renowned Jacobite scholar, aptly summed it 
up: “On paper the ’08 attempt should have been something of a walkover, 
given the fury in Scotland over the Act of Union. Yet it was the Jacobites’ 
most ignominious failure”.2  

In the wake of the abortive rising some elements within the population 
became dispirited and reluctantly accepted that the Union was now 
permanent. Others remained more optimistic. The Jacobites, despite 
their horrendous setback, had no intention of abandoning the cause of 
restoring the House of Stuart, and regaining the independence of their 
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nation. Support for them among the Highland clans and the Episcopalians 
of the north east remained loyal, and even those in the lowlands who 
yearned for their past independence, though they had little or no liking for 
the Stuarts, accepted that the only way to achieve their aim would have to 
rely on a future Jacobite rebellion. Propaganda ballads began to filter onto 
the streets:

“Shame fa’ my een
If e’er I have seen
Such a parcel of rogues in a nation.”

The ‘parcel of rogues’ were, of course, the thirty-one Scottish 
Commissioners whose treacherous deeds had delivered their country into 
a highly unpopular union with England. Their personal rewards in money 
and land varied; according to Lockhart of Carnwath, who claimed that the 
Earl of Marchmont, received the highest payment, £1,104 15s. 7d., whilst 
Lord Banff, “the most easily squared traitor”, settled for a mere £11 2s.3      

Almost eighty years after the Act of Union, twenty-seven year 
old Robert Burns left his native Ayrshire to seek the publication of an 
Edinburgh edition of his poetry. Not long after arriving in the capital city 
he suddenly found himself famous; everyone of note, so it seemed, was 
anxious to enjoy his company. On April 21, 1787, the edition he sought was 
duly published. He had, by then, also been toasted by the Grand Lodge of 
Scotland as ‘Caledonia’s Bard’. The Duke and Duchess of Gordon found him 
utterly fascinating, and the literati insisted upon providing him with advice 
which included the suggestion to concentrate on writing in English rather 
his chosen medium of Scottish vernacular. He ignored it!

Robert Burns was, however, well aware that the adulation and attention 
extended to him would prove to be no more than a temporary fad and he 
turned to the serious business of how best to earn his living in full time 
employment. For better or worse he decided to apply for the position of 
an exciseman. His chances of obtaining such a position, considering the 
patronage he had obtained in Edinburgh, would have seemed more than 
reasonable; however, an indiscretion was to blight his copybook. He had, 
in a rash, almost foolish moment, scratched some lines on the window of 
an inn at Stirling, which concluded:

“The injur’d STEWART-line are gone,
A Race outlandish fill their throne;
An idiot race, to honor lost;
Who know them best despise them most.-”

These lines came back to haunt him and he admitted that he had 
almost given up the Excise idea. He had, to his great annoyance, been 
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visited by “a great Person” who had taken to questioning him, “like a child 
about my matters, and blamed and schooled for my Inscription on a 
Stirling window”.4 He had, in effect, even before entering the service, been 
told in no uncertain terms that, as a government employee, loyalty to King 
and Country (i.e. Britain), was not only expected – it was demanded! As 
a natural rebel Burns had a contemptuous disdain for authority, but his 
intelligence warned him toward restraint, and he duly accepted the Excise 
commission on July 14 1788, beginning his employment in September 
1789.       

From this time on Robert Burns became very conscious that his 
radical political opinions, both as Jacobite, and later, Jacobin (democrat), 
would, for him, be dangerous ground to tread. The young heretic, who 
had mercilessly taunted the Kirk with his devastating anti-clerical satires, 
was now a married man with a wife and family to support, on a salary 
provided for him by a reactionary government. His last hopes of back-up 
employment as a farmer had vanished with the disaster of Ellisland, on the 
banks of the Nith, where he had written his magnum opus ‘Tam o’ Shanter’. 
Poetry offered no real financial security, and the song-writing, to which he 
had now turned, he insisted must be a labour of love for which he scorned 
the very idea of any payment.

Many scholars have conceded that Burns was attracted to the Jacobite 
cause whilst insisting that there was no serious political intent in the 
poems and songs he wrote on this subject. It is true that some of it was 
indeed innocuous enough; however, there were poems, songs and prose 
which carried a pragmatic meaning to it and simply cannot be dismissed 
as mere sentiment. Dr Robert Anderson, who enjoyed discussing politics 
with him in Edinburgh, made it known that he thought Burns “as much of 
a Jacobite as could be.” James McKitterick Adair, who met his wife through 
his friendship with Burns, furnished James Currie with some information 
about the poet for his edition published in the year 1800. It included 
his observation that both Burns and his crony William Nicol, who had 
previously been ardent Jacobites, regarded themselves as Jacobins, after 
revolution broke out in France.

Although the Jacobite cause had perished forever in the horrendous 
slaughter at Drumossie Moor, and its immediate aftermath, those who 
continued to hold deep sympathies for the rebels did so, in many cases, 
as a front for their Scottish nationalism, and a yearning for the end of what 
they deemed an ill-fated union. Burns seemed to be motivated by just 
such feelings, and his letter to Mrs Dunlop made it quite explicit:

You know my National Prejudices.- I had often read & admired 



Burns Chronicle 2014 Burns and Independence 117

the Spectator, Adventurer, Rambler, & World, but still with a certain 
regret that they were so thoroughly and entirely English.- Alas! have 
I often said to myself, what are all the boasted advantages which my 
Country reaps from a certain Union, that can counterbalance the 
annihilation of her Independence, & even her very name!5 
He continued, in this letter, to express his opinion that he deplored 

the English media for frequently writing ‘England’ and ‘English’ when they 
should have been referring to Britain and British. Scots of our own times 
still vent their feelings about this careless inaccuracy. The reference to the 
loss of his country’s name was his concern that many were now trying to 
adopt North Britain as the name for his beloved Scotland. The reputation 
of Robert Burns, among his ain folk, when he became established as our 
undisputed National Bard, did much to thwart this nonsense. Robert 
Ingersoll, one of the most famous American academics of his time, has put 
it on record just how much Scotland owes to her National Bard:

But to-night we are going to talk about a poet; one who has 
poured out his soul in the music of song. How does a country 
become great? By producing great folks. Why is it that Scotland, 
when the roll of nations is called, can stand up and proudly cry, 
“Here.” It is because Robert Burns has lived. It is Robert Burns that 
puts your well loved Scotland in the front rank of nations.6      
Col. Ingersoll called at the famous cottage in Alloway, during a visit he 

made to Scotland, and was so moved that he composed the poem, ‘The 
Birthplace of Burns’ which was displayed on an internal wall for many years.

Space limitations must prevent a complete coverage of Burns’ patriotic 
writing toward Scotland. Those familiar with his poetry and prose will 
be well aware of the vast amount of this material he bequeathed to 
future generations. There are, however, two pieces that demand special 
attention. The magnificent ‘Robert Bruce’s March to Bannockburn’ (aka 
‘Scots wha hae’), is surely the rightful anthem of the Scottish nation, and its 
full meaning, as given by Robert Chambers, certainly must be considered. 
He had noted Burns’ own footnote to his lyric “So may God ever defend 
the cause of Truth and Liberty, as He did that day! Amen.” and the added 
comment that the song had also been inspired by causes not quite so 
ancient (Burns’ own italics). Chambers interpreted this to mean:

So ‘Scots wha hae’ was, to some extent, inspired by the success of 
the French in beating back the enemies of their republic; although 
it may be assumed that Burns in writing it had in his mind the 
message sent by the Scottish Parliament to the Pope after the Battle 
of Bannockburn: ‘Not for glory, riches, or honour did we fight, but 
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for liberty alone, which no good man abandons but with his life.’ The 
association of ideas came naturally enough to a Scottish patriot of 
Jacobite leanings. The English Ministers, who had declared war on 
the French Republicans, and so ruined the still struggling Scottish 
commerce, became in his imagination the ancient enemies of the 
old-time allies, France and Scotland. Under cover of a fourteenth 
century battle-song he was really liberating his soul against the 
Tory tyranny that was opposing liberty at home and abroad, and, 
moreover, striking at his own fireside.7

The second song of special note simply has to be ‘Such a parcel of 
rogues in a nation’. He had ‘borrowed’ his title, and the concluding line of 
the three stanzas, from an old Jacobite ballad that he had chanced upon; 
that apart, the words were quite definitely his own, though he did not sign 
the MS. he sent to James Johnson for the SMM.. The original MS. is in the 
British Museum. ‘Mr B---- words’ (Gray’s MS. List). According to James Dick: 

“The union of the two countries was execrated in Scotland 
except among the Whig nobles. The Commissioners who carried 
through the treaty were styled the thirty-one rogues, and were 
made targets for the most bitter satire, and held up individually 
to public ridicule.” He then quoted the penultimate stanza of ‘The 
Rogues Pasquil’:

“In such an array of rogues Argyle may come in,
Whose blood bears the stain of original sin,
And if he’s like to go on, as they did begin,
Then he’ll follow the fate of his grandsire.”

Robert Burns, in the third and concluding stanza of his lyric, was barely 
able to conceal the feelings of frustration and genuine anger he felt toward 
these thirty-one Commissioners:

“O would, or I had seen the day
That treason thus could sell us,
My auld grey head had lien in clay,
Wi’ BRUCE and loyal WALLACE!
But pith and power, till my last hour,
I’ll mak this declaration;
We’re bought and sold for English gold,
Such a parcel o’ rogues in a nation!”

There is, of course, another side to the story; several prominent 
Burns scholars down through the years have refuted the very idea of 
Burns the fervent nationalist who lamented the loss of his country’s 
independence, and they simply dismissed his Jacobite tendencies as 
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frivolous sentimentality. A letter he wrote to the Edinburgh Evening 
Courant dated, 8th November 1788, is cited as evidence that Burns was no 
Jacobite, as he had quite emphatically thanked  his God that the Stuarts 
had failed in their foolish attempts to regain the throne in 1715 and 1745. 
He had even admitted that, like many others he had attended church to 
hear “... the consequent blessings of the Glorious Revolution” it being the 
centenary of “... that auspicious event”. He signed his letter A Briton. Barely 
one year before this letter was published Burns had written ‘A Birth-day 
Ode, December 31st 1787, which contained the lines:

“Ye honor’d mighty Dead
Who nobly perish’d in the glorious cause,
Your King, your Country and her Laws;
From great Dundee who smiling Victory led,
And fell a martyr in her arms,
(What breast of northern ice but warms)
To bold Balmarino’s undying name,
Whose soul of fire, lighted at Heaven’s high flame,
Deserves the brightest wreath departed heroes claim ...”

The Ode was, of course, dedicated to Charles Edward Stuart; the 
King was James VII (II), and the country was Scotland, not Britain. In the 
same year as the publication of the Courant letter Burns also composed 
‘Strathallan’s Lament’; ‘The young Highland Rover’, and ‘The Chevalier’s 
Lament’. Clearly he had not abjured his Jacobite leanings; perhaps he was 
motivated to a display of loyalty to impress the Excise that he really was 
worthy of their employment!

Much the same thing would again befall Burns when his worst 
nightmare seemed about to unfold in late December 1792. The Excise 
Board had received reports of his disaffection to the government, and he 
was informed that an inquiry into his political conduct was to take place. 
An obviously distraught Robert Burns, alarmed at the fate now threatening 
his family, dashed off a semi-hysterical letter to an Excise Commissioner, 
Robert Graham of Fintry, on December 31, rather abjectly pleading his 
devoted loyalty. Three days later he wrote to Mrs Dunlop telling her that his 
lips were now sealed as to his unlucky politics, however, he was prepared 
to breathe his sentiments to her. Alas, three-quarters of a page, torn away 
at that very point, has deprived posterity a glimpse of these sentiments. We 
can but guess! He received a positive reply from Graham, and immediately 
sent off a letter expressing his grateful thanks, pouring out a load of loyalist 
ranting which was later used by those who could not endure the idea of 
a radical Robert Burns. The distressing circumstances behind this token 



120 Norrie Paton Burns Chronicle 2014

loyalty are never mentioned by those who deny Burns the democrat!
Finally, there was the song to the Dumfries Volunteers, which convinced 

many that Burns had come forward with public proof of his loyalty to the 
British establishment. The lines frequently quoted are:

“Be Britain still to Britain true,
Amang oursels united;
For never but by British hands
Must British wrongs be righted!”

Be it noted that Burns was pointing out that there were wrongs needing 
to be amended! The Pitt government had, at that time, issued a warning 
that invasion from France was imminent, and volunteers throughout the 
country responded by forming local defence forces. Burns decided to join 
the Dumfries group and would, of course, have been expected to supply 
a suitable marching song for them. Quite obviously in doing so, he would 
have been constrained to use Britain and British – the French would not 
have singled out Scotland alone as their intended landing area. In truth the 
invasion threat was probably no more than a government scare story, to 
curb the rising tide of radicalism that was beginning to foment north and 
south of the Border. One writer not at all impressed by the image of Burns 
as a good Briton was the redoubtable John S. Clarke:

Even Henley himself, in a footnote, stupidly acknowledges his 
belief in Burns as “a good Briton” – on the strength of his ‘Song to 
the Volunteers’ we suppose. We can mere say that a Briton who 
sentimentalised on Jacobites in his youth, and spent a considerable 
part of his manhood in writing lampoons on his Monarch and 
Government and satirising the shams and humbugs of a tyrannical 
ruling class, is hardly what one describes as a “good Briton” in the 
orthodox acceptance of the term, yet Henley is no comedian.8           
In his autobiography (Letter to Moore, Aug., 1787), Robert Burns 

confessed that the story of Wallace had filled him with “a Scotish prejudice” 
that would remain in his veins “till the flood-gates of life shut in eternal rest.”  
The flood-gates duly closed in the early dawn of July 21 1796, and there is 
precious little to suggest that Burns ever forsook his boasted prejudice. His 
adulation of his country stretched well beyond any feeling he ever had of 
being British. Indeed, he could be quite critical of Britain in a manner he 
never adopted toward Scotland, a good example of this being found in 
‘The Minstrel at Lincluden’, especially when it is co-joined as a prelude to 
the ‘Ode for General Washington’s Birthday’, as two parts of a poem titled ‘A 
Vision’. A full detail of this is given in the Chambers-Wallace edition (1937), 
Vol. 1V, pp. 124-7. ‘The Minstrel at Lincluden’ (aka ‘As I stood by yon roofless 
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tower), is given separately at p. 92 in the same volume. 
Burns’ Scottish prejudice frequently fashioned itself into a distinct 

nationalism, and very positive, progressive political concept. As one of 
his admirers in the former Soviet Union astutely observed: “Increasingly, 
he employs nationalist themes in his poetry, until he ends up a truly 
revolutionary people’s poet.”9 Like other democrats of his time he was 
frustrated at being unable to freely express his political views, and being 
deprived of the right to vote. The very idea of the London government 
allowing a referendum on Scottish independence in Burns’ time is, of 
course, utter fantasy; though it is surely beyond dispute that he would 
have campaigned in favour of an independent Scotland.  

“What force or guile could not subdue,
Thro’ many warlike ages,
Is wrought now by a coward few,
For hireling traitors’ wages.
The English steel we could disdain,
Secure in valour station;
But English gold has been our bane,
Such a parcel of rogues in a nation!”

The meaningful impact of these emotive words, make ‘The Dumfries 
Volunteers’, (with the exception of its concluding line), seem decidedly dull 
and insipid by comparison!
Notes:

1.   Marlborough, His Life and Times, Vol. III, p. 395.
2.  The Jacobites, by, Frank McLynn, p. 92.      
3.  The Songs of Robert Burns, ed. James C. Dick, p. 454. 
4.  The Letters of Robert Burns, ed. G. Ross Roy, L. 189.
5.  Ibid., L. 397.
6.  From an ‘Immortal Memory’ given by Col. Ingersoll, now available on the internet.
7.  Life & Works of Robert Burns, ed., Robert Chambers, revised, William Wallace, Vol. IV, pp. 37-38.
8.  Robert Burns and His Politics, by, John S. Clarke, p. 19.   
9.  Mme. R. Rait-Kovaleva (Intro. to Samuel Marshak’s edition).
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Burns Chronicle Reviews

The Man’s the Gowd for a’ that
James Andrew Begg 

The Man’s the Gowd, for a’ that is the 
semi-fictionalised account of the Begg 
family from 1666 to the turn of the 20th 
Century written entirely in Lowland 
Scots.  However, it is much, much 
more than a family record, it would be 
better described as a social history of 
Ayrshire through some of the county’s 
most interesting times.  Covenanters, 
Martyrs, Lowland Clearances, Burns, 
mining, aristocrats and bigamists 
all combine to paint a picture in full 
colour of Ayrshire over the years and 
just happens to be a really good story 
excellently told by the author.

It is entirely in Scots but do not let 
that put you off as by chapter 4 you 
have no need to refer to the helpful 
introduction explaining the language 
used.  The words and phrases are rich and wonderful and almost without 
noticing you begin to read them just as you would any other book.

The story, setting and characters are all full, accurately researched and 
above all interesting.  The term ‘page turner’ is all too frequently used 
but in this case it is accurate with the plots and stories surrounding the 
characters sweeping you along.  ‘Enjoyable’ does not do this book justice.

As well as a good read in itself it is also a work we will cherish for years.  
In the Foreword, Professor Alan Riach refers to Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s 
trilogy A Scots Quair and I believe that in future this book will be used to 
instruct our children as Gibbon was used to teach me.  

James Thomson.
The Man’s the Gowd—for a’ that
James Andrew Begg
ISBN 978 0 9567550 4 9  £12.00    
Carn Publishing www.carnpublising.com
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The Burns Encyclopaedia
The Fourth Edition, 2013

The Burns Encyclo-
paedia, edited by the late 
Maurice Lindsay, was first 
published in 1959, the 
Bard’s bicentenary year. It 
broke new ground with 
its expansion of detailed 
knowledge for Burns enthu-
siasts, covering all aspects 
of the Poet’s life and work. 
It also held comprehensive 
information on his family, 
friends and contemporaries, 
in short - his Life & Times.  
 Maurice Lindsay twice re-
vised his work, new Editions 
of this invaluable vade me-
cum being issued in 1970 
and 1980. In his preface to 
the third Edition, Lindsay 
concluded that the Encyclo-
paedia would not require 
further revision for some 
considerable time.

Thirty years later, 
however, that time is now 
upon us. We are all fortunate 
that the mantle of the new Edition’s Editor-in -Chief has fallen on renowned 
Burns expert Professor David Purdie, ably accompanied in the project by 
Professor Gerard Carruthers and Dr Kirsteen McCue of Glasgow University.

 The new 4th Edition of the Encyclopaedia  has been thoroughly revised 
and updated in the light of contemporary scholarship and research. 
There are around 800 Entries, many in expansive detail, but all containing 
the best current knowledge on the given subject. A number of Entries 
remain pretty well as Maurice Lindsay wrote them, while many have been 
revised in the light of recent discoveries and advances in interpretation.  
However, there are also many new Entries which substantially augment 

MAURICE LINDSAY’S

THE BURNS 
ENCYCLOPAEDIA

Edited by David Purdie, 
Kirsteen McCue and 
Gerard Carruthers

This new edition has been thoroughly 
revised and updated by the eminent 
Burns scholars, David Purdie, Gerard 
Carruthers and Kirsteen McCue in the 
light of contemporary scholarship. 

It will be an essential vade mecum 
for all who are interested in Robert 
Burns – and in the literary, social and 
political ambience of the Scottish 
Enlightenment.

ISBN: 978-0-7090-9194-3    £30

www.halebooks.com

Burns advert.indd   1 12/09/2013   14:31
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the sheer range of knowledge of Burns carried in this manual, which is 
essential for any Burns aficionado. Where footnotes are necessary for 
clarity, they complement the text.  

Preambles to the main work include:  a grateful ‘Appreciation’ of 
Maurice Lindsay by the Editors; a ‘Timeline’ of the principal dates in the 
life of Burns; and an excellent discussion, by Clark McGinn, on the relative 
buying power of currency in Burns’s day when compared to our own. 
I was flattered and extremely honoured to find my name among those 
acknowledged for assistance in the preparation of the Encyclopaedia.

Following the central A - Z text, the Editors have provided no less than 
20 most useful and interesting Contemporary Observations of Burns. These 
are taken exclusively from the writings of men and women who met Burns 
personally - and are thus drawn from life. This section also contains early 
reviews of his Works, such as those from Henry Mackenzie for the Lounger 
of 1786 and posthumous memoirs including Maria Riddell’s ‘sketch’ of his 
character, published in the Dumfries Weekly Journal in August 1796.

I give the penultimate word to the conclusion of David Purdie’s 
Foreword to this great book:  “To appreciate the poetry, read the Works. To 
savour the songs, hear them sung. To meet the man himself, consult the 
Letters. And to understand the context in which all these came to birth, 
this Encyclopaedia  is at your service.”

The Burns Encyclopaedia is indeed an asset to any bookshelf and an 
absolute must for any lover of Burns. 

Bill Dawson

The Burns Encyclopaedia
Eds. David Purdie, Kirsteen McCue & Gerard Carruthers
ISBN  978 0 7090 9194 3
Robert Hale  £30.00

The Burns Encyclopaedia,  £21.00 only
from the Federation Online Shop
www.rbwf.org.uk



Burns Chronicle 2014 Reviews 125

Previewing Volume One of The Oxford Edition of the 
Works of Robert Burns,

Robert Burns; Commonplace Books,  
Tour Journals and Miscellaneous Prose.

Edited by Nigel Leask.
This will be the first complete academic edition of the various prose 

works of Burns, to be published as volume 1 of the much anticipated new 
Oxford Edition which will run to several volumes of scholarly study on the 
many aspects of the Poet’s written output. The eagerly anticipated Volume 
One is to be published in early 2014.

Volume One brings together the many miscellaneous writings of the 
Bard often overlooked in the more popular editions and includes chapters 
on the Manual of Religious Belief (although this was actually composed 
by his father), the proceedings of The Tarbolton Bachelors Club, First 
and Second Commonplace Books, Journals of the Poet’s tours of the 
Scottish Borders and Northern England, the two Highland tours and the 
tour of Stirlingshire.  There are also complete and annotated texts of the 
Glenriddell Manuscripts, documents pertaining to the Monkland Friendly 
Society, another dealing with the Prefaces and Dedications etc. The 
extensive chapter on Burns several letters to the press will surely arouse 
much interest among Burns enthusiasts, as will his fragmentary ‘Essay on 
Monarchy’ and a page of Greek and Latin transcribed by the Bard in an 
Excise Notebook.   All these give some insight to development of Burns 
literary capacities at various stages in his life. The text of Burns manuscripts 
will be given as he wrote them, preserving the spelling of the originals, 
occasional capitalizations, revisions, insertions and deletions, complete 
with the frequent use of the long dash for emphasis or effect.  Marginal 
notes, including those in other hands, will also be included to give the full 
picture of the manuscript text. This will be the first edition to provide Burns 
Prose in its entirety (although excluding the correspondence), and cross 
referred to his poetry and letters.  For the first time much of this material 
will be readily available to the Burns enthusiast in a single volume and this 
will fill a significant void in our accessible knowledge of Burns.  Much of 
this has been before us in the past, but generally in books which are now 
out of print and rarely attainable, and few of the texts included here have 
been edited to modern standards. This volume not only brings them all 
together but presents us with reliable texts and annotations, coming as 
it does from Oxford University Press and the pen of Professor Nigel Leask, 
and will perhaps lead to the erasure of many of the falsehoods currently 
repeated from many poor references which call on the earlier “editings” of 
the various pieces which were under examination for this volume.
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The Robert Burns World Federation
President 2013 - 2014

Jane Brown

Brian Sherman Photography, Dumfries
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A Message From The President,
I was truly honoured and humbled to follow in the footsteps of such 

illustrious predecessors who have held this prestigious position when 
I became President of the Robert Burns World Federation.    I have been 
overwhelmed and moved by the amount of congratulatory warm wishes, 
cards and messages I received both at the Conference and also from home 
and abroad.   A wonderful conference was held and friends made under 
our banner become friends for life.  It was a memorable experience reading 
a lesson at Glasgow Cathedral.  

I seem to have hit the ground running, as my first official engagement 
was being a judge at the world famous Tam O Shanter competition, as 
always a grand wee night, hosted by Dumfries Ladies Burns Club No1, and 
held in The Globe Inn.  The next morning I flew to Canada on your behalf 
and attended The Jolly Beggars Banquet of the Medicine Hat Burns Club.    
The evening was a glittering event and as the first lady ever to address 
this men only banquet, I was treated with the utmost respect and the 
hospitality was second to none.   They even provided a 6’5” Mountie as 
my Aide De Camp, which was very acceptable.     I moved onto Calgary 
where the Calgary Burns Club hosted a very pleasant and enjoyable 
social evening and I was treated to a personal performance of songs from 
their most accomplished Choir.   I passed on Fraternal Greetings on the 
membership’s behalf to both of these clubs and I thank them both for all 
the hospitality and kindness shown.

The year ahead I know will be challenging but thanks to the support 
and encouragement shown to me by Members, Clubs, the Board and 
our most capable Chief Executive, Alison, I am confident that I will do my 
utmost to carry out my duties to the best of my ability with the respect and 
decorum that befits this revitalised and dynamic pre-eminent organization 
for promoting the life and works of our National Poet.

In his words from The Tree of Liberty
Like brethren in a common cause,
We’d on each other smile, man.
And equal rights and equal laws
We’d gladden every isle, man.
Robert Burns is my passion and I thank you from the bottom of my 

heart for allowing me to follow my passion on your behalf and wear the 
magnificent chain of office which honours those who founded the Robert 
Burns World Federation.

Aye Yours
Jane Brown
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The Robert Burns World Federation
Office Bearers, Directors and Conveners

PRESIDENT
Jane Brown

The Globe Inn, 
56 High Street

Dumfries, DG 2JA
president@rbwf.org.uk

SENIOR VICE-PRESIDENT
James Thomson
6 Glebe Court
Kilmarnock KA1 3BD
seniorvicepresident@rbwf.org.uk

SCHOOLS
Isa Hanley
24 Kirklands Road, Heathhall
Dumfries DG1 3RN
schools@rbwf.org.uk 
01387 255182

CONFERENCE
B David Baird
3 Urquhart Court, Calside
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conference@rbwf.org.uk
01387 267794

LITERATURE
Mike Duguid
Braeside, 51 Main Street
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literature@rbwf.org.uk
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PAST PRESIDENT
Robert Stewart
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Jim O’Lone
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Conference 2013 synopsis

The 2013 Robert Burns World Federation AGM & Conference was held 
at the Grand Central Hotel, Glasgow, on 6th – 8th September 2013

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.  Jim Thomson, JVP, was quiz-master and led six rounds of 
questions with the winners, the Ayrshire Past Presidents team, receiving 
medals from President Bob Stewart.  Entertainment between rounds was 
provided by the guests.  This event was very kindly sponsored by Dr Peter 
Hughes and the Klin Group, Kilmarnock.

This year we had almost 240 conference delegates in attendance.  Friday 
evening’s dinner was informal and this was followed by a performance 
of Clarinda, a Scottish musical play written by Mike Gibb and performed 
by Mark Kydd and Michelle Bruce.  Several delegates also provided 
entertainment which was enjoyed by those in atttendance.

 President Bob welcomed a large number of delegates to the AGM on 
Saturday morning.  Overseas guests  were introduced and received a warm 
welcome.

Obituaries were read out and a one-minute silence was observed in 
their memory.

Together with an update on all the published reports, Marketing 
Convener, Murdo Morrison, advised of  the forthcoming launch of The 
Robert Burns World Federation ‘Year of the Haggis 2014’.  Cllr Jim Todd, 
Provost of East Ayrshire, very kindly set this off by presenting a haggis, 
from local Kilmarnock butcher Ian Faulds, to President Bob Stewart and 
Incoming President Jane Brown.  Further information on this project will 
be released in due course.

Finance Director Jim Shields spoke on the current financial situation 
and advised that there had been a turn around from last year and the 
accounts were now showing a surplus of £12,000.   However, he urged 
caution and explained that current membership fees did not even cover 
salaries.  The Board had decided that an increase in fees would be required 
with the new  amounts being £75.00 for Clubs, £40.00 for Individual and 
£45.00 family membership.  Jim asked delegates for their agreement on 
the changes and this was given.   He also thanked CE Alison and office 
administrator Corinne for their hard work and assistance with preparation 
of financial information.

The Editor of the Burns Chronicle advised that this will now revert to a 
quality, hard-back, annual edition as from November 2013.  The Chronicle 
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is now supplemented by our new RBWF Newsletter, produced by Literature 
Convener, Mike Duguid, which has been extremely well received.

Election of Office Bearers:
President – Jane Brown
Senior Vice President – Jim Thomson
Director for U.S.A. – Leslie Strachan
Director for Canada – Ronnie O’Byrne
Director for Pacific Rim – Jim O’Lone
There were two nominations for Junior Vice President.  Dr Peter Hughes 

was invited to give his presentation to the audience.  Due to a previous 
engagement, Gordon Jamieson was unable to attend, therefore, Chief 
Executive Alison Tait read Gordon’s presentation on his behalf.

Votes were taken and postal votes added and, after a closely run 
elelction, Peter Hughes was elected Junior Vice President.  President Bob 
then invited Peter to join the platform party.

Election of Conveners
Archivist – John Haining
Conference – David Baird
Editor – Bill Dawson
Heritage – Walter Watson
Literature – Mike Duguid
Marketing – Murdo Morrison
Schools – Isa Hanley
May Crawley retired as our Director for Canada and her replacement 

is Ronnie O’Byrne.  Having presented both May and Alex with Honorary 
President medals at the RBANA Conference earlier this year, Bob then 
presented May with a certificate of appreciation in recognition of her 
outstanding service as Director for Canada. 

President Bob then proceeded to present Honorary President Awards to 
George and Enez Anderson for their outstanding service to the Federation 
and also to former Chief Executive, Shirley Bell.  Shirley worked tirelessly 
for the Federation for many years before her retirement and continues 
to support the current Chief Executive and the Board as we drive the 
Federation forward. 

President Bob thanked everyone who contributed to the President’s 
Appeal and advised that this had brought in almost £9,500.  Tony Grogan 
presented Bob with a cheque from RBANA (The Robert Burns Association 
of North America), then Helena Anderson-Wright and Irene Furneaux 
promised to donate the difference, bringing the Appeal total up to £10,000.



132 Burns Chronicle 2014

Frank Ferguson, Past President of Arbroath Burns Club, together 
with Helena Anderson-Wright, presented Edith Stuart with a cerificate 
of appreciation for her outstanding work on behalf of the Glenbervie 
Memorials Association.

Conference Convener, David Baird, announced that the 2014 RBWF 
Conference will be held from 12th – 14th September 2014 at the Menzies 
Hotel in Irvine, in conjunction with Irvine Burns Club.

On Saturday afternoon, Helena Anderson-Wright and Irene Furneaux 
presented a seminar on the discovery, history, verification and publication 
of ‘A Secret of No Importance’ – the story behind Robert Burns’ involvement 
with the Kemble family.

Bus tours of the City of Glasgow were also available during the 
afternoon courtesy of Glasgow & District Burns Association.

Chains of Office were exchanged on Saturday evening, with Jane 
receiving her Presidential Chain of Office from Bob Stewart before she 
presented Bob with his Past President’s medal.  Appropriate speeches were 
delivered by both Jane and Bob.  

Before dinner, grace was delivered by Rev Dr Laurence Whitley of 
Glasgow Cathedral.

Toasts were made as follows:
The Queen and Her Majesty’s Forces – Jane Brown, President, The 

Robert Burns World Federation
Toast to Glasgow - James Thomson, Senior Vice President, The Robert 

Burns World Federation
Reply - Charles Newlands, President, Glasgow & District Burns 

Association
Toast to the Robert Burns World Federation – Baillie Jonathan Findlay, 

representing The Lord Provost of Glasgow
Reply - Jane Brown, President, The Robert Burns World Federation
Vote of Thanks - Robert Stewart, Immediate Past President, The Robert 

Burns World Federation
After dinner and speeches, the delegates were then 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.

Delegates were invited to join with the congregation at Glasgow 
Cathedral on Sunday morning where President Jane Brown, Charles 
Newlands and Margaret Anderson contributed to the order of service.

Alison C Tait
Chief Executive
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The Robert Burns World Federation 2013
Patrons
East Ayrshire Council
Isle of Arran Distillers
Thomas Tunnock Ltd

Corporate Members
Dumfries Galloway Libraries and Archive 
Service
National Library of Scotland
Robert Burns Birthplace Museum 
West Sound Radio Ltd

Honorary Presidents
John Cairney
Joe Campbell
Alistair Gowans
John MacMillan
Henryk Minc
Murdo Morrison
James Todd, Provost of East Ayrshire

Honorary Members
James Boyd
Elma Burnes
Edward Cowan
Alex Crawley
May Crawley
Robert Dalziel
Dumfries and Galloway Council.
Allan & Moira Dunsmore
Patricia Ferguson MSP
Anne Gaw
Grange Academy, Kilmarnock
May McGuffog
Helen McIlwraith
Tatyana Pavlova 
Peter & Anne Westwood

284 no. Individual Members 93 no. Family Members

Clubs
Aberdeen Burns Club
Adastral Burns Club
Afton Lily Burns Club
Airdrie Burns Club
Airts Burns Club
Alamo Burns Club 
Alexandria Burns Club
Allanton Jolly Beggars Burns Club
Alloway Burns Club
Annan Ladies Burns Club
Arbroath Burns Club 
Armadale Bessie Burns Club
Association of Past Presidents
Auchterderran Jolly Beggars BC
Auckland Robert Burns Association 
Ayr Burns Club 
Ayr (Canada) Burns Club
Ayr Police Burns Supper Committee
Ayrshire Association of BC
Balerno Burns Club
Balmullo Burns Club 
Barleycornians Burns Club
Barnsley & Dist Scot Soc

Barr & District Burns Club
Barrmill Jolly Beggars Burns Club
Belfast Burns Association
Ben Cleuch Burns Club 
Bendigo & Dist Caledonian Soc Inc
Birmingham & Midlands Scot Soc 
Blane Valley Burns Club
Bowhill People’s Burns Club 
Borders Association of BC
Bridgeton Burns Club
Burns Club of Abernethy 
Burns Club of Atlanta 
Burns Club of Launceston
Burns Club of London
Burns Federation, Yorkshire
Burns Soc of the City of New York
Cal Soc of Colchester & District
Caledonian Society of London
Caledonian Society of Sheffield
Caledonian Club Trust Ltd
Caledonian Society of Doncaster
Calgary Burns Club
Canberra Highland Soc & BC
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Cheltenham Scottish Society
Chester Caledonian Association
Chesterfield & District Cal Soc
Clarinda Burns Circle
Clumber Burns Club
Coldstream Burns Club
Corby Grampian Burns Club 
Corby Stewarts & Lloyd’s BC
Cotter’s Burns Club
Coventry Jolly Beggars Burns Club
Cumbrae Burns Club
Cumnock Cronies Burns Club
Cumnock Jolly Beggars BC
Cupar Burns Club
Dailly Jolly Beggars
Dalbeattie & District Burns Club
Dalry Burns Club
Denny Cross Burns Club
Derby Scottish Assoc & Burns Club
Detroit Burns Club 
Dollar Burns Club
Dover & East Kent Scottish Society
Dubai Caledonian Society
Dumbarton Burns Club
Dumfries Burns Club
Dumfries Burns’ Howff Club
Dumfries Ladies’ Burns Club No. 1
Dundee Burns Club 
Dundonald Burns Club 
Dunedin Burns Club 
Dunfermline United Burns Club 
Durham & District Cal Soc 
Earlsferry Burns Club
Edinburgh Burns Club 
Edinburgh District BC Assoc
Edmonton Burns Club 
Elgin Burns Club
Ellon Burns Club 
Erskine Trusty Fieres Burns Club 
Eyemouth Clachan Burns Club
Falkirk Burns Club 
Falkirk Friday Night Burns Club, 
Fauldhouse & Crofthead BC
Fettercairn Burns Club 
Fraserburgh Burns Club
Fremantle Burns Club 
Friends of Ellisland 
Galashiels Burns Club
Garnock Burns Club 
Gatehouse of Fleet Burns Club

Glasgow & District Burns Assoc
Glasgow Haggis Club
Glenbervie Burns Memorials Assoc
Gloucester Scottish Society
Gourock Burns Club
Gourock Jolly Beggars Burns Club
Grants Braes Burns Club 
Greenloaning Burns Club 
Greenock Burns Club
Grimsby & Dist Caledonian Society
Halton/Peel Burns Club 
Hamilton Burns Club 
Harburn Mens Rural Intitute (Hameruin) BC
Harrow & District Caledonian Soc
Hawick Burns Club
Heather & Thistle Society
Helensburgh Burns Club
Herefordshire Burns Club
Higginsneuk Burns Club
Hole I’ The Wa’ Burns Club
Howff Burns Club
Huddersfield St Andrew Soc
Hull Scots Society of St Andrew
Humberside Burns Society
Inveraray Burns Club
Inverness Burns 
Irvine Burns Burns Club
Irvine Lasses Burns Club
Kelso Burns Club
Kilbarchan U C Burns Society
Kilbirnie Rosebery Burns Club
Kilbryde Burns Club
Kilmarnock Burns Club
Kilwinning Burns Club
Kinross Jolly Beggars Club
Kirkcudbright Burns Club
Lanarkshire Assoc of Burns Clubs
Langholm Ladies’ Burns Club
Largs Cronies Burns Club
Largs St Columba Burns Supper
Larkhall Burns Club
Larkhall Prof & Businessmen’s
Leeds Caledonian Society
Leicester Caledonian Society 
Liberton “Top O’The Hill”
Liverpool Burns Club
Lochgoilhead Burns Club
Lodge Blantyre Kilwinning
Lodge Bothwell Brig No.1229
Lodge Camperdown 317
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Lodge Coupar o’Fife No 19
Lodge Greenock St John’s No175
Lodge Liberton
Lodge Robert Burns 440
Lodge Royal Arch West Kilbride 
Logangate Burns Club
Lugton Burns Club
Marchbank Burns Club
Markinch Burns Club
Mauchline Burns Club
Medicine Hat Burns Club 
Montrose Burns Club
Morton Family Burns Club
Motherwell United Services BC
Nanaimo Burns Club
National Burns Memorial Homes
New Cumnock Burns Club
Newmilns Burns Club
Newton Lads Burns Club, Midlothian
Newton Stewart Burns Club
Niagara Falls (Canada) Burns Club
Nottingham Scottish Assoc
Nuneaton & Dist Scottish Soc
Ottawa Burns Club
Ouplaymuir Burns Club 
Paisley Burns Club
Partick Burns Club 
Peebles Burns Club
Perth Burns Club
Peterhead Burns Club
Pittenweem Burns Club
Poosie Nansie Ladies Burns Club 
Portobello Burns Club
Prestwick Burns Club
RT Burns Club
Ravenscraig Burns Club 
Renfrewshire Assoc of BC 
Robert Burns Assoc North America
Robert Burns Assoc Pacific Rim
Robert Burns Club of Guildford
Robert Burns Club of Melbourne 
Robert Burns Guild of Speakers
Robert Burns Lodge of Dundee
Robert Burns Soc of Annapolis Ltd
Robert Burns Soc of the Midlands
Robert Burns Soc of Kilmarnock
Robert Burns Society of Maastricht
Rosehearty Burns Club
Rutherglen Burns Club
St Andrew Society of York 

St Andrew’s Society of Bradford
St Andrews Burns Club
St Michael’s Burns Club
Sandyford (Glasgow) Burns Club
Sanquhar Black Joan Club
Sauchie Burns Club
Schiehallion Scottish Heritage Soc
Scottish Parliament No 1 BC
Scottish Presidents’ Association
Seton Burns Club
Skelmorlie “Poosie Nansie’s” BC
Solway Burns Club
Southern Scottish Counties Burns Assoc
Stephenstown Pond Trust Ltd
Stirling Burns Club
Stirling, Clack. & W. Perthshire Assoc.
Stonehaven (Fatherland) BC
Stranraer & District Burns Club
Strathearn Burns Club
Strathpeffer Burns Club
Swindon & Dist Caledonian Society
Tamworth & District Scottish Soc
The Clansmen E.V.
The Dublin Burns Club
The Enthusiasts Burns Club 
The Fife Assoc of Burns Clubs 
The Scottish Society of Jersey
The Stick Lum Street Burns Club
Thistle Burns Club
Thornhill & District Burns Club
Thorntree Mystic Burns Club
Tranent ‘25’ Burns Club
Uddingston Masonic Burns Club
Wakefield Cal Soc
Walsall & Dist Scottish Soc
Wanganui River City
West Kilbride Burns Club 
Wester Ross Burns Club
Western Viti Levu (Fiji) Burns Club
Wheatsheaff Burns Club
Whifflet Burns Club
Whiteadder Burns Club
Whithorn & District Burns Club
Wigtown Burns Club
Winnipeg Robert Burns Club
Wolverhampton & District Cal Soc



Burns Chronicle 2014 137

School Burns Clubs
Aileymill Primary School
Alloway Primary School 
Alva Primary School 
Ancrum Road Primary School 
Ardler Primary School
Auchtermuchty Primary School
Ayr & District Youth RBC
Bainsford Primary School
Baird Memorial Primary School
Balgreen Primary School
Banff Primary School
Beith Primary School
Bellfield Primary School
Bervie Primary School
Braehead Primary School
Bracoden School
Buchanhaven Primary School
Burns Bairns
Busby Primary School
Cairneyhill Primary School
Caledonia Primary School
Carleton Primary School
Carbrain Primary School
Carluke Primary School
Catrine Primary School
Chryston Primary School
Clerkhill School
Coaltown of Balgownie School
Cockenzie Primary School
Colquhoun Park Primary School
Craigdhu Primary School
Dalmellington Primary School
Dalry Primary School 
Dean Park Primary School
Deanburn Primary School
Doon Academy RBC
Doonfoot PS RBC
Drymen Primary School
Duloch Primary School
Dunblane Centre Youth RBC
Duncan Forbes Primary School 
Dunnottar Primary School
Eaglesham Primary School
Ellon Primary School
Gargieston Primary School
George Watson’s College 
Greenmill Primary School
Hatton of Fintray Primary School
Holmston Primary School

Houston Primary School
James Aiton Primary School
Kenoway Primary & Community School
Kilmaurs Primary School
Kirkinner Primary School
Kyiv School No. 56
Kyle Academy RBC
Lairhillock School
Laurencekirk Primary School
Lawhead Primary School
Lhanbryde Primary School
Linlithgow Bridge Primary School
Loanhead Primary School
Mauchline Primary School & Nursery Class
Moncreiffe Primary School
New Elgin Primary School
New Deer Primary School
New Farm Primary School
Ordiquhill Primary School
Park Road Primary School
Patna Primary School
Pitteuchar East Primary School
Port Erroll School
Ralston Primary School
Rattray Primary School
Sacred Heart Primary School
St Machan’s Primary School
St Mark’s Primary School
St Patrick’s Primary School 
Shielhill Primary School
Sorn Primary School
South Park Primary School 
Stoneyhill Primary School
Strathdevon Primary School
The Royal High Primary School
Torbain Primary School
Tynewater Primary School
Warddykes Primary School
Wellington School
Whitecrook Primary School
Whitecross Primary School
Whitehills Primary School
Windyknowe Primary School
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