
Robert Burns World Federation 

Limited 

   www.rbwf.org.uk       

The digital conversion of this Burns 

Chronicle was sponsored by 

Ian McIntyre
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
2018

Edited by Bill Dawson



Burns Chronicle
founded 1892

The Robert Burns World Federation



© Burns Chronicle 2018, 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.
Tel. 01563 572469

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
The Robert Burns World Federation, 3a John Dickie Street, Kilmarnock, 

KA1 1HW

ISBN 978-1-907931-68-0

Printed in Scotland by Solway Print, Dumfries



2018
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
Prof. David Purdie

 

 
Bill Dawson, Editor



Born in 

Scotland,

fully-f a
voured ever since

Proud sponsors of



2 Editorial Burns Chronicle 2018

Editor’s Welcome to the new look

Welcome to the new look Burns Chronicle, the binding in printed boards 
embraces the development in print finishing and bookbinding technology, 
albeit the Burns Federation, an organisation rooted in tradition, has taken a 
few years to adopt this variation.  We have not pinched the pennies and opted 
for what is known as “Perfect Binding”, which has exhibited signs of being less 
than perfect in the past, sticking with the traditional stitched gathers, giving a 
quality volume that will stand the test of time and be a readable volume for the 
generations of Burns enthusiasts and researchers that follow.

The content has not changed from the recent style, a selection of studious 
scholarly papers and articles contributed by Club enthusiasts sit side by side 
with the record of our organisation’s year, notable occasions and unique 
events of the year.

I hope you enjoy all the articles in this Chronicle, I have enjoyed reading them 
as I edited and prepared the edition although at times I became quite stressed 
about the amount that I have been receiving, it is indeed hard work pulling on 
all contacts and resources to find material to fill these pages. The latest series of 
Burns Chronicle has sometimes been criticised as too academic but I argue that 
content is balanced,  50% of the content of this edition comes from individuals!, 
and I encourage all enthusiasts to keep up this flow of contributions reflecting 
the grass roots interests which fill our enthusiasm for the Life and Poetry of 
Robert Burns. I cannot appeal more strenuously for more articles from Club 
experts and enthusiasts, contributing the benefits of their hard work pursuing 
their specific interest to the wider readership of the Burns Chronicle, The other 
articles we have from the scholarly community show the range of quality work 
being carried out and the sometimes surprising discoveries in the constantly 
developing world of Burns studies and your Burns Chronicle is there to capture 
and record all of this.

The changes to the hard copy Burns Chronicle do not end the development 
of outputs from the Burns Federation.  I continue to pursue the opportunities 
offered by the website for the publication of chronicle style content, presenting 
opportunities for even more variety of styles of article. The generations which 
follow us are so engaged with the digital era that we have to place our mark 
firmly in this arena, if we do not then we will be in virtual nowhere. I earnestly 
hope that the new Management Board can finally move forward to enable this 
essential addition to our publication arsenal.

Again I apologise to readers for errors in the Burns Chronicle of 2017. These 
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were not entirely of my making, an unexpected compression of the timescale 
of the process through the print set up led to several slips that I accept I should 
have caught and possibly would have in different circumstances.  I am assured 
that the setting process is more stable this year and hopefully I will not be 
repeating a similar apology again in the next edition.

I am delighted that the Board have again renewed my term as Editor, I trust my 
readers feel the same way.

Bill Dawson

Editor

Articles for inclusion in the Burns Chronicle should be emailed to chronicle@
rbwf.org.uk in a word document or similar.  Illustrations should be included 
separately from the text document as jpeg or similar. Deadline for the next, 
2019, edition is July 31st 2018 and all articles should be submitted by that 
date.   Earlier submissions at anytime will be most appreciated by the Editor. 
An acknowledgement of receipt of an article from the Editor should not be 
taken as a signal that the article will be included in the Chronicle.  The Editor 
cannot give any prior undertaking that anything submitted will be included. 
Articles may be referred to other advisors for qualified opinion, and may be 
edited for publication.
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Robert Burns and Gibbon’s Decline And Fall:
A Recently-Acquired Autograph Manuscript

Elizabeth Sudduth and Patrick Scott
The Irvin Department of Rare Books and Special Collections at the 

University of South Carolina has acquired a Robert Burns autograph 
manuscript at a recent auction, for addition to the G. Ross Roy Collection 
of Scottish Literature. The manuscript is comprised of four quotations that 
Burns had copied out from Edward Gibbon’s six-volume  Decline and Fall 
of the Roman Empire (1776-1789). The volume and page numbers that 
Burns cites point to him using the smaller-format “New Edition” of Gibbon; 
volumes 3 and 4 of the new edition appeared in 1783.1

Perhaps surprisingly, we have not found any previous commentary 
suggesting that Burns had read Gibbon’s work, or been influenced by it. 
There is no mention in the various studies of Burns’s reading of him ever 
having owned or quoted or read Gibbon, and there is no entry under 
Gibbon in the indexes to the standard editions of Burns’s letters, poems, 
or prose works.2  However, a very similar four-page manuscript, with Burns 
copying out passages from Gibbon, has been recorded in the Townshend 
Collection at the Wisbech and Fenland Museum, part of a group of Burns 
manuscripts bequeathed to the Museum by Chauncy Hare Townshend 
(1798-1868).3 Together, the two manuscripts would suggest that Burns 
copied out up to six pages of passages from Gibbon, and that he read in 
Gibbon’s work quite extensively and with some enthusiasm. Bill Dawson 
kindly visited Wisbech and examined the Gibbon manuscript there for us, 
finding that the leaf size, watermark, and ragged edge of the two Wisbech 
leaves match up with the Roy Collection leaf.  The passages copied in the 
Wisbech manuscript come from Gibbon’s fifth volume. Taken together 
the two manuscripts show Burns copying out six pages of passages from 
Gibbon, from three different volumes, and suggest that he read in Gibbon’s 
work quite extensively and with some enthusiasm. They also hint that 
there may be further leaves to discover, if Burns also copied out passages 
from volumes 1 and 2. 

1 Edward Gibbon, The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire: A New Edition, vol. III [vol. IV] 
(London: Strahan and Cadell, 1783). 

2 See John S. Robotham, “The Reading of Robert Burns,” Bulletin of the New York Public Library, 74:9 
(November 1970), 561-576, repr. in Carol McGuirk, ed., Critical Essays on Robert Burns (Boston, MA: 
G.K. Hall, 1986), pp. 281-297; J. Walter McGinty, Robert Burns the Book Lover: From Reader to Writer 
(Kilkerran: Humming Earth, 2013), Appendix B, pp. 239-245. 

3 See David C. Sutton, ed., Location Register of English Literary Manuscripts and Letters: Eighteenth and 
Nineteen Centuries, 2 vols. (London: British Library, 1995), I: 140.  
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The handwriting in the manuscript indicates that it was written in 
or after the fall of 1786.  Burns would more probably have had access to 
Gibbon’s work in Edinburgh or afterwards than at Mossgiel.  The paper 
Burns used fits this but provides no more exact date.  It is a quarter sheet, 
measuring 7.75 x 6 inches (20 x 15.4 cm), with the chainlines approximately 
1.9 cm apart, and with a partial watermark (the bottom portion of 
Britannia, seated, with her Union flag shield) at the middle of the top of 
the page. Ronnie Young’s recent article in the Burns Chronicle confirms that 
Burns used paper with the Britannia watermark, which he notes was one 
of the commonest marks in the late 18th century.4 While the Burns Paper 
Database at Glasgow already has records for 23 Burns MSS with this mark, 
comparison with a selection of images from the database has not so far 
provided one with an exact match.

The transcriptions of the four passages below correspond exactly 
to Burns’s manuscript in text and in the arrangement of the lines. At 
several places, Burns has altered or miscopied Gibbon’s text, and these 
are footnoted.  With one exception, where Burns inserted an explanatory 
phrase, these minor differences seem to be the result of careless copying 
rather than a deliberate effort to change what Gibbon wrote.  At two places 
also a word at the right margin is obscured by an old mounting strip glued 
to the edge of the manuscript, and these places are also noted. The four 
quotations read as follows:

“But as Athanasius was continually engaged with the pre-
judices and passions of men every order of men from the
monk to the emperor, the knowledge of human nature
was his first and most important science.—He preserved 
a distinct and unbroken view of a science5 which was inces-
antly shifting; and never failed to improve those deci-
sive moments which are irrecoverably lost6 before they
are perceived by a common eye.—The archbishop of
Alexandria was capable of distinguishing how far he
might boldly command, and where he must dex-
trously insinuate; how long he might contend with 
power, and when he must withdraw from persecu-
tion; and while he directed the thunders of the Church7

4 Ronnie Young, ““A parcel of mash’d old rags’: Some Provisional Remarks on the Burns Paper 
Database,” Burns Chronicle for 2017, pp. 46-58. 

5 Gibbon has scene. 
6 Gibbon has past.
7 Gibbon has a small c for church.
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Courtesy of University of South Carolina Libraries.
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against heresy and rebellion, he could assume, in the
bosom of his own party, the flexible and indul-
gent temper of a prudent leader.”

Gibbon’s history &c. vol. 3d, page 358
“The8 sacred horn or trumpet of Tabenne was the well known9

signal which assembled several thousand
robust and determined Monks, who, for the most par[t,]10

had been the peasants of the adjacent country.”
Ibid. page 384

The generality of princes, if they were stripped of
their purple, and cast naked on11 the world, would
immediately sink to the lowest rank of society12

without a hope of emerging from their obscurity.
Gibbon’s History Vol 4th p. 59

“Yet these wanton ravages (the ruin of Persian palaces)13

need not excite in our breasts any vehement emotions
of pity, or resentment.—A simple, naked statue, fini-
shed by the hand of a Grecian artist, is of more genuine 
value than all of these rude and costly monuments of
Barbaric labor; and, if we are more deeply affected [by]14

the ruin of a palace, than by the conflagration of
a cottage, our humanity must have formed a very 
erroneous estimate of human life.”—15

Ibid. Vol 4th p. 173

8 Gibbon begins and the.
9 Gibbon hyphenates well-known.
10  The end of this word is covered by the mounting strip. .
11  Gibbon has into.
12  Gibbon has a comma after society.
13  Burns added this parenthetical phrase, which is not in Gibbon.
14  by is covered by the mounting strip.
15  Gibbon has erroneous estimate of the miseries of human life, shortened by Burns.
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Courtesy of University of South Carolina Libraries.
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What interested Burns in Gibbon, and any possible allusions to Gibbon’s 
work in Burns’s poetry or letters, can hardly be assessed from these few 
passages by themselves. Further information about the Townshend 
Collection manuscript at Wisbech would allow much fuller discussion.  
Some comparisons seem obvious, as when in the third passage Gibbon 
sees social rank as a matter simply of dress or appearance, or in the fourth 
passage when his litmus test for true judgment is sympathy with ordinary 
people.  Presumably such sentiments were why the passages struck Burns 
as worth copying out. But the less obviously-relevant passages, such 
as the first one about the prudent balance for a church leader between 
authority and flexibility, are equally interesting. Recent scholarship has 
been examining Burns’s relationship with Enlightenment thought and 
with other Enlightenment writers.  At the least, this new manuscript opens 
up an intriguing opportunity for research on an aspect of the topic that has 
not yet been explored.

This acquisition by the University of South Carolina Libraries is a 
testament to the continued development of the G. Ross Roy Collection of 
Robert Burns and Scottish Poetry.16 Housed in the Irvin Department of Rare 
Books and Special Collections, the Roy Collection, established in 1989 with 
the first transfer of Dr. Roy’s books to the library, now contains over 15,000 
items.  Among the Scottish archival collections, the Burns manuscripts hold 
pride of place, and it is especially satisfying to report a new manuscript 
acquisition that raises so many provocative questions.

16 Information about the Roy Collection, including the manuscripts and 
digital projects, is available at: http://library.sc.edu/p/Collections/Rare/
Area?Collection=TheGRossRoyCollectionofBurnsianaScottishLiterature. 



12 Burns Chronicle 2018

Robert Burns’  “The Gloomy Night is Gath’ring Fast”:
The Poet and the Biographers

Jake Sillyman
 
Burns’ song “The gloomy night is gath’ring fast,” or “The bonie Banks of Ayr,” 
takes centre stage in most older comment on Burns’ plan in 1786 to leave 
Scotland for a new life on a Jamaica plantation: 

The gloomy night is gath’ring fast, 
Loud roars the wild, inconstant blast, 
Yon murky cloud is foul with rain, 
I see it driving o’er the plain; 
The Hunter now has left the moor. 
The scatt’red coveys meet secure, 
While here I wander, prest with care, 
Along the lonely banks of Ayr. 

Farewell, old Coila’s hills and dales, 
Her healthy moors and winding vales; 
The scenes where wretched Fancy roves, 
Pursuing past, unhappy loves! 
Farewell, my friends! farewell, my foes! 
My peace with these, my love with those 
The bursting tears my heart declare, 
Farewell, the bonie banks of Ayr!1

First published in 1787 in the Edinburgh edition, and again three years later in 
Johnson’s Scots Musical Museum, the song has gained much of its priority over 
Burns’ other farewell poems from the well-known account he gave to Dr John 
Moore about when it was composed:

I had taken the last farewell of my few friends; my chest was on 
the road to Greenock; I had composed my last song I should ever 
measure in Caledonia, “The gloomy night is gathering fast,” when 
a letter from Dr Blacklock to a friend of mine overthrew all my 
schemes by rousing my poetical ambition … so much that I posted 

1 James Kinsley, ed., The Poems and Songs of Robert Burns, 3 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968),  I: 
291-292 (ll. 1-8, 25-32); Scots Musical Museum, III (1790), song 284.   My work with Professor Patrick 
Scott on Hogg’s Memoir of Burns has been supported by an Explorer Scholars grant from the South 
Carolina Honors College.  The present article is an edited version, omitting most biographical 
research, of a conference presentation in April 2017. I am grateful to Professor Scott for assistance in 
reshaping the article to avoid overlap with Dr. McGinn’s important new findings noted below. 
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to Edinburgh without a single acquaintance in town, or a single 
letter of introduction in my pocket.2 

Burns portrays this crucial about-turn as sudden, romantic, unforeseen.  
Many of the facts in his version are simply wrong (it was more than two months 
after Blacklock’s letter till Burns left for Edinburgh, and longer than that before 
the Jamaica option was fully rejected), or at best misleading (did Burns really 
have no contacts in Edinburgh?).3 Richard Sher has commented that Burns 
“streamlined the story.”4 Yet it remains emotionally powerful, transforming 
Burns’ decision to stay in Scotland from opportunistic literary or financial 
ambition into a lonely quest or great adventure, a different kind of voyage to 
a different new world. 

Almost all Burns biographers aim to strip away myths, to hunt down the 
true facts, and present the real Burns.  This has been especially true of the 
now-extensive revisionist scholarly literature on Burns’ Jamaican plans, which 
has investigated both the broader context and relationship between Ayrshire 
investors and the Caribbean slavery, and the rather patchy details about Burns’ 
decision to go to Jamaica, his repeatedly-postponed departure, and just when 
he called it off.5  

2 G. R. Roy, ed., Letters of Robert Burns, 2nd ed,, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), I: 145; first published 
in James Currie, ed., The Works of Robert Burns, 4 vols. (London: Cadell and Davies, 1800), I: 55. A 
variant text of the passage, from the transcript in the Glenriddell Manuscript, is given in Nigel Leask, 
ed., Oxford Edition of Robert Burns, vol. I (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2014), p. 197 (cited below as OERB).    

3 A full treatment of these issues is forthcoming, by Clark McGinn, “The Scotch Bard and ‘The 
Planting Line’:  New Documents on Burns and Jamaica,” Studies in Scottish Literature, 43:2 (Fall 2017, 
forthcoming). Dr McGinn had presented a preliminary version of this research at the Burns Federation 
session, First World Congress for Scottish Languages and Literatures, Glasgow, July 4, 2014. Burns’ 
conflicted attitudes and emotions about the Jamaica plan have also recently been explored by 
Carol McGuirk, in her Reading Robert Burns: Texts, Contexts, Transformations (London: Pickering and 
Chatto, 2014), 32-40. On Burns’ introductions and contacts in Edinburgh, see also Currie, I: 131.  

4 Richard B. Sher, The Enlightenment and the Book: Scottish Authors & Their Publishers in Eighteenth-
Century Britain, Ireland, & America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006), p. 231 n. 96. 

5 The biographical unraveling began very early, but see e.g. Mackay, RB: A Biography (Edinburgh: 
Mainstream, 1992), esp. 192-193, 249; Robert Crawford, The Bard (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 2009), 214-215, 222-223, 237; and McGuirk, and especially McGinn, as in 3 above. On Burns 
and slavery, see e.g.  Gerard Carruthers, “Robert Burns and Slavery,” The Drouth, 26 (2006), 21-26, and 
in Fickle Man: Robert Burns in the 21st Century, ed. Johnny Roger and Gerard Carruthers (Dingwall: 
Sandstone Press, 2009), 163-175; Clark McGinn, “Burns and Slavery,” Burns Chronicle (Spring 2010), 
8-24, and “Robert Burns and Slavery: Hard Times and Difficult Choices,” Scotland, the Official Gateway 
(first posted December 2007; updated January 16, 2015); Corey Andrews, “’Ev’ry heart can feel’: 
Scottish poetic responses to slavery, from Blair to Burns,” International Journal of Scottish Literature, 4 
(Spring/Summer 2008); Nigel Leask, “Burns and the Poetics of Abolition,” in The Edinburgh Companion 
to Robert Burns, ed. Gerard Carruthers (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2009). 47-60; Murray 
Pittock, “Slavery as a political metaphor in Scotland and Ireland in the Age of Burns,” in Robert Burns   
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Yet the traditional story of how Burns changed his mind came from Burns 
himself. The picture Burns paints of a sudden and immediate reversal of plan 
has retained its influence, and resisted scholarly correction, in part because 
it was Burns’ own.  It is perhaps worth reexamining, in its own right, for the 
imaginative power with which, in both letters and poems, Burns shaped and 
reshaped his experience.  

I first encountered Burns’ story as it was recounted in James Hogg’s Memoir 
of Burns (1836).  I have been working with Patrick Scott researching the 
annotations for the Stirling/South Carolina edition of the Memoir, which draws 
freely on early Burns biographies. One of the research tasks, therefore, is to 
track down which source or sources Hogg was using for any striking incident. 
Though Hogg is not usually ranked high among the early biographers, Hogg’s 
account of Burns’ decision not to emigrate is readable and cogent, and it can 
stand as representative of many such retellings:  

The eventful autumn of 1786 was now wearing to a close, 
… the harassed and impatient poet sent off his chest by 
night, for fear of it being arrested, and himself conveyed it 
on foot for a few miles, whither he went to repair in a few 
days to embark for Jamaica.… he went to pay a parting visit 
to Dr Lawrie, minister of Loudon, who parted from him with 
a heavy heart  … away went Burns chaunting his farewell 
dirge to his native land.… But the time was at hand when 
a bright but temporary dawn of prosperity was to arise on 
our now benighted bard. Dr. Laurie had written to his friend, 
the celebrated Dr Blacklock… The very next post, however, 
brought Dr. Blacklock’s letter, which Dr Laurie sent off by an 
express to Gavin Hamilton, who himself rode after the bard, 
and delivered the joy-bearing epistle into his hand… He 
instantly made preparations for visiting Edinburgh…6

Hogg’s dramatic elaboration contains most of the elements from Burns’ 
version that recent research has questioned and corrected, in particular, the 
imminence and definiteness of Burns’ departure plans and the suddenness of 
his decision to abandon Jamaica for Edinburgh. In following up Hogg’s sources, 
I soon found out how much of it he drew from Burns himself, not just in facts, 
but in emotion and mood.

 and Transatlantic Culture, ed. Sharon Alker, Leith Davis, and Holly Faith Nelson (Farnham: Ashgate, 
2012), 19-30; Michael Morris, “Robert Burns: Recovering Scotland’s memory of the Black Atlantic,” 
Journal for Eighteenth-Century Studies, 37 (2014): 343-359, and in his Scotland and the Caribbean, 
c. 1740-1833: Atlantic Archipelagos (London: Routledge, 2015).

6 James Hogg, Memoir of Burns, in The Works of Robert Burns, ed. The Ettrick Shepherd and William 
Motherwell, 5 vols. (Glasgow: A. Fullarton, 1834-36), V:  1-263 (pp.  84-86). 
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While the version most frequently quoted is the letter to Dr. John Moore, 
Burns told the story of his changed plans several times.  In the Moore letter, 
the central image, picked up also in Hogg’s version, is of Burns at night, on the 
road to Greenock, composing his last song.  A careful look at the Moore version 
shows that Burns does not assert that he was himself leaving that night, or 
that he wrote the song that night (he “had written” it), or that Blacklock’s letter 
caught up with him while he was on the road to Greenock, but he brings the 
story to such a neat conclusion that it is hard to keep these incidents from 
blurring together.  

In addition to a surprising number of farewell letters that summer and 
autumn,  Burns wrote several other poems about leaving Scotland, including 
“The Farewell” (“Farewell, Old Scotia’s bleak domains”), the well-known “Farewell 
to the Brethren of St. James’s Lodge, Tarbolton,” and, of course, “On a Scotch 
Bard Gone to the West Indies.” 7  (Indeed, as discussed below. he wrote at least 
one farewell poem about emigration very much earlier than any idea he had 
of going to Jamaica, and he wrote one of his best-known Jamaica poems 
several years after his own Jamaica plans had been abandoned). The verses 
he inscribed in a copy of the Kilmarnock edition as a farewell gift to Peggy 
Thomson, “an old Sweetheart, then married,” sums up the melodramatic tone in 
several of these poems:

And while you read the simple, artless rhymes,
     One friendly sigh for him—he asks no more,
Who, distant, burns in flaming torried climes,
     Or haply lies beneath th’ Atlantic roar (Kinsley, I: 290).

When Burns later commented on this inscription, in the Glenriddell 
Manuscript, he linked the lines to yet another departure scene set on a country 
road at night:  

When I was taking leave of my Carrick relations intending to go to 
the West Indies, when I took farewel of her, neither she nor I could 
speak a syllable. Her husband escorted me three miles on my road, 
& we both parted with tears.—8

Yet among all these farewells, it is “The gloomy night” or “The bonie Banks 
of Ayr” that Burns himself designated as “the last song I should ever measure 
in Caledonia,” or, in the Glenriddel Manuscript, “the last effort of my Muse in 
Caledonia.” It is an uneven poem in tone and quality, and even in the early 
nineteenth century, Robert Chambers suggested that it had not in fact all been 
written on the road to Greenock, but that “the song was only finished on this 

7 Kinsley, I: 272 (“The Farewell,” or “Farewell, Old Scotia’s bleak domains”), I: 270-271 (“Farewell to the 
Brethren of St. James’s Lodge, Tarbolton”), I: 238-239 (“On a Scotch Bard Gone to the West Indies”).

8 Leask, ed., OERB, I: 205. Leask later comments that this poem too “was written on the eve of his 
departure for Jamaica” (p. 387, n. 147) 
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occasion.”9 The first stanza, quoted above, gives the landscape and seasonal 
setting for the poem, and the final stanza his farewell to foes and friends, but 
it is the more melodramatic middle stanzas that link more specifically to the 
Jamaica voyage itself: 

The Autumn mourns her rip’ning corn 
By early Winter’s ravage torn; 
Across her placid, azure sky, 
She sees the scowling tempest fly: 
Chill runs my blood to hear it rave, 
I think upon the stormy wave, 
Where many a danger I must dare, 
Far from the bonie banks of Ayr. 

’Tis not the surging billow’s roar, 
’Tis not that fatal, deadly shore; 
Tho’ Death in ev’ry shape appear, 
The wretched have no more to fear: 
But round my heart the ties are bound, 
That heart transpierc’d with many a wound; 
These bleed afresh, those ties I tear, 
To leave the bonie banks of Ayr (ll. 9-24).  

Chambers based his comment on the conflicting biographical sources, but in 
addition the phrasing here—“stormy wave,” “surging billow,” and “fatal, deadly 
shore,”—is both vaguer and more conventional than in the opening stanza, and 
Murray Pittock points out that Burns twice revised the phrasing, suggesting his 
own unease and changing emotions about the voyage.10 

After Burns had republished the poem as a song, in the Scots Musical 
Museum, he added a further variant on his earlier comment about the poem. 
Cromek printed the following note for “The bonie Banks of Ayr” (from Burns’ 
Interleaved Musical Museum), closely paralleling Burns’ letter to Dr. Moore:

9 [Robert Chambers, ed.], Poetical Works of Robert Burns (Edinburgh: William and Robert Chambers, 
1838), p. 99. 

10 In his notes to this song, for OERB, vol. II (in press), Murray Pittock points out that Burns mitigated  
the fearsomeness of the voyage in successive drafts, changing the “whistling storm,” to “whistling 
wind,” and then in the Edinburgh edition, “stormy wave,” and suggests that these changes “perhaps 
reflect the receding possibility of exile to Jamaica.” We are grateful to Professor Pittock for allowing 
us to see his notes in draft. 
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I composed this song as I convoyed my chest so far on the road 
to Greenock, where I was to embark in a few days for Jamaica. I 
meant it as my farewell Dirge to my native land.11

A few years after Cromek, Josiah Walker gave a different version of 
when and how the song was written.  Walker’s account, based on his own 
conversation on first meeting Burns in Edinburgh, at a breakfast at Dr. 
Blacklock’s, connects the song, not to the trunk traveling north on the road 
from Mossgiel to Greenock, but to Burns’ parting visit to George Laurie, and 
what was presumably a different road, from Loudon to Mossgiel, going south 
across the moors of Galston. What Burns told him was, Walker comments dryly, 
“more striking than the poem itself”: 

He had left Dr Laurie’s family after a visit which he expected to 
be the last, and on his way home had to cross a wide stretch 
of solitary moor.  His mind was strongly affected by parting for 
ever with a scene where he had tasted so much elegant and 
social pleasure, and depressed by the contrasted gloom of his 
prospects.  The aspect of nature harmonized with his feelings.  
It was a lowering and heavy evening in the end of autumn. The 
wind was up, and whistled through the rushes and long spear-
grass which bent before it.  The clouds were driving across the 
sky; and cold pelting showers, at intervals, added discomfort of 
body to cheerlessness of mind.  Under these circumstances, and 
in this frame, Burns composed his poem, which, though not one 
of his best, contains some excellent passages.12

11  Robert Cromek, ed., Reliques of Robert Burns (London: Cadell and Davies, 1808), p. 279. The inserted 
leaf on which Burns would have written this note is one of those subsequently excised and missing, 
as reported by James C. Dick, ed., Notes on Scottish Song by Robert Burns (London: privately printed, 
1908), p. 73. While it was not among the missing notes for which Davidson Cook subsequently 
found manuscript vindication, as reported in his Annotations of Scottish Songs by Burns, An Essential 
Supplement to Cromek and Dick (privately printed, 1922; also in Burns Chronicle, 1st series, 31 [1922], 
1-21), Cook’s other discoveries led him to conclude mildly that “even remembering Cromek’s editorial 
idiosyncrasies,” he would “hesitate to brand” the missing notes as “spurious” (p. 21).  The recent 
identification by Gerard Carruthers and the Glasgow team of one of the most important excised 
leaves, that with the note on Highland Mary, in the Robert Burns Birthplace Museum, confirms 
Cook’s belief that the missing leaves might turn up, and that Cromek’s otherwise-undocumented 
notes would be shown to be to be genuine. 

12   Josiah Walker, ed., Poems of Robert Burns: with an Account of his Life, 2 vols. (Edinburgh: Trustees of 
the Late James Morison, 1811), I: 72-73.  
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Most of the major nineteenth-century editors simply juxtaposed Burns’ 
two accounts, as relayed by Cromek and Walker, or mashed them together.13 
Henley and Henderson try desperately to rescue the more compelling version, 
by claiming that Walker got it wrong and that Burns must have written “The 
gloomy night” on his way to Loudon manse, rather than on the way home.14  
Catherine Carswell conflates the two stories (and the poem) more elaborately, 
by having Burns taking his chest part way by packhorse himself “across the 
Galston moor  for the carrier to pick up,” as the “wind blew” and “rain streamed 
from the dark sky,” explaining that Laurie’s manse near Newmilns “was on 
the road to Greenock” from Mossgiel, and introducing before retracting the 
possibility that Burns’ visit to Laurie was actually “to break his journey” on the 
way to Greenock to sail.15  But the two accounts are not really compatible. In 
Walker’s account, there is no link between this incident on the road across 
the Galston moors and Burns’ receipt, via Laurie and Gavin Hamilton, of 
Dr. Blacklock’s letter.  Indeed, Walker had earlier pointed out that, as late as 
October 23, 1786, Burns had been at Dugald Stewart’s “apparently without any 
change of plan,” though “a month after he is in Edinburgh.” 16  

It is clear, however, that the various elements of the story, originally separate, 
were, or came to be, linked for Burns himself.  It is what Burns wrote to Dr 
Moore, in August 1787, not what he had told Walker the previous December, 
that most memorably encapsulates Burns’ change of heart, and that is the 
version he revised for the Glenriddell Manuscript, and that he reworked for the 
Interleaved Musical Museum.  

The poem provides Burns’ first draft of how these very disparate elements 
and his conflicted feelings about Jamaica, shown in his other farewell letters 
and poems, could coalesce into one dramatic incident. The first evidence of 
just when he wrote “The gloomy night” is the autograph manuscript that he 
enclosed with a “parcel of songs” (“the Stair Manuscript”) in a letter to Mrs. 
Stewart of Stair.17  However, at best this provides a last date or terminus ad quem 
for the letter, rather than a date for the poem, and while the poem manuscript 
survives, the original letter does not. For the letter, Ferguson and Roy had to 
rely on Currie and the Glenriddell transcript, where it is headed as sent “on the 

13  See, e.g., Allan Cunningham, ed., The Works of Robert Burns, 8 vols. (London: Cochrane and McCrone, 
1834), IV: 50-51; William Scott Douglas, ed., The Works of Robert Burns, 6 vols. (Edinburgh: William 
Paterson, 1877-79), II: 17-19; Robert Chambers and William Wallace, ed., Life and Works of Robert 
Burns, 4 vols. (Edinburgh: W. and R. Chambers, 1896), I: 414-415.

14  W. E. Henley and T.F. Henderson, eds., The Poetry of Robert Burns, 4 vols. (Edinburgh: T.C. and E.C. Jack, 
1896), I: 416-417. 

15  Catherine Carswell, The Life of Robert Burns, 2nd ed. (London: Chatto and Windus, 1951), p. 196.
16  Walker, I: lxi.
17  The Stair Manuscript, now in the Robert Burns Birthplace Museum, has its own dramatic story: it was 

bought by Gavin Gemmell, James Dick, and a group of friends, sometime round 1850, so they could 
each extract two Burns manuscript leaves, only to be miraculously and patiently reassembled in the 
early twentieth century; see Burns Chronicle, 2nd ser., 11 (1936), 44-48.    
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eve of my going to Jamaica,” and they assign the date “[Sept. 1786],” but this 
seems to be prejudging the very issue about the poem’s date that the letter is 
meant to clarify.18  

The exact date of Burns’ visit to George Lawrie at the Loudon manse is also 
difficult to pin down. Though the account of Burns composing the song after 
leaving the Lawrie family (for whom he had left yet another farewell poem)19 fits 
with the chronology of his correspondence, Walker puts the visit not sometime 
in the early fall, before the early September date assigned to the Stair MS, but 
at the “end of autumn.” Chambers-Wallace try to correct this discrepancy,20 but 
there is here another instance of Burns himself later providing information 
that telescopes together the song, his planned departure, and his reversal in 
plans.  Of course, even if one accepts the September date for Burns writing his 
“last song … in Caledonia,” there were still weeks before his decision to set out 
Edinburgh on November 27 (on a borrowed horse, not posting), and months 
before the Jamaica plan finally evaporated.  His “Epistle to Captn. Willm. Logan 
at Park,” dated October 30, still mentions going to the West Indies.21 It appears 
that Burns’ farewell to Scotland lasted up to three months, rather than the day 
or so one would imagine from his letter to Dr. Moore. 

The poem’s depiction of the gloomy autumn night on a lonely Ayrshire 
road omits all this, creating a single dramatic tableau.  While the letter to 
Moore allows the possibility of earlier composition (“I had composed my last 
song”), the Cromek note says that Burns composed the poem in the same 
dramatic moment, “as I conveyed my chest so far on my road to Greenock.”  In 
altering the paratext surrounding the poem, Burns allows the poetic account 
to focus and overwrite the complexity of his life, and this appears to have been 
a conscious strategy even in the original poem.  In the Cromek note, Burns 
wrote that he meant it as a “farewell dirge,” that it was a farewell in theory, 
rather than practice, partially hypothetical even in the moment. This language, 
in emotion if not grammatically, seems subjunctive, a latent possibility rather 
than an action.  The poem could serve, or could have served, as a final farewell 
dirge, for the time if, rather than when, he might actually leave for Jamaica. 

Viewed in this light, the poem’s romantic projection of the poet’s emotion 
on to the landscape, and weather, and season, seem more appropriate. 
Autumn sees “the scowling tempest fly” across the sky matching the speaker’s 
“heart transpierced with many a wound” that “bleed afresh.” In the poem, too, 
unlike Burns’ later comments, the speaker is walking forward in time, as well 

18  Letters, I: 52-53; Leask, OERB, I: 254-255.  
19  “Lying at a Reverend Friend’s house one night, the Author left the following Verses in the room 

where he slept,” first published in the Edinburgh edition, 1787; Kinsley, I: 306-307.
20  Chambers-Wallace, as in n. 13 above. 
21  Kinsley, I: 300-302, lines 68-70, dated October 30, 1786. 
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forward on the road, facing “flaming torrid climes” and “the surging billow’s roar,” 
with no hint he will turn back or that a frantic messenger on horseback might 
gallop up, pull him back from the abyss, and transform his destiny. 

The poem here, then, provides, not a transcript of Burns’ conflicted situation, 
but a poetic construction of identity, a persona, that has often perhaps proved 
more powerful than mere facts for the biographical tradition.  The same also 
applies to the voice, or persona, of Burns’ paratext, the successive comments 
he made about the poem and its composition; these comments show him 
constructing a poetic past that can support his later self-understanding.  In 
treating the poem in this way, it is worth remembering that Burns had already 
written a song, imagining himself as a soon-to-sail emigrant parting from his 
probably-imaginary beloved, as early as 1782, and that he would write a song, 
imagining himself asking his beloved Mary to emigrate with him, that Kinsley 
dates several years after her death.22 Whether Burns purposefully exaggerated 
the tight timing of his departure and change in plans or simply, over time, 
mixed up or streamlined the chronology of what was surely a stressful period 
in his life, the consequence has been that the song and the paratexts have 
influenced the biographical narrative, rather than the reverse.  R.D.S. Jack 
once commented that “Burns attracts biographers because his life was, in 
itself, dramatic,” but warned that this should not obscure recognition of his 
gifts and achievements as a dramatic poet, or limit efforts to “interpret his 
verse on its own histrionic terms.”23 Burns’ song “The gloomy night” lies at the 
disputed intersection of these two very different ways of studying Burns.  New 
research and historical perspectives have significantly corrected and improved 
understanding of Burns’ changing plans about leaving Scotland for Jamaica.  
They need not prevent us giving parallel recognition to the continuing 
imaginative strength in his own poetic versions of that.

22  Kinsley, I: 15-16 (“From thee, Eliza, I must go”); II: 656-657 (“Wilt thou go to the Indies, my Mary”).
23  R.D.S. Jack, “Robert Burns as a Dramatic Poet,” in Robert Burns & Friends, ed. Patrick Scott and 

Kenneth Simpson (Columbia,SC: University of South Carolina Libraries, 2012), pp. 38-46 (p. 46). 
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I’m now arrived ---- thanks to the gods!
     Thro’ pathways rough and muddy,
A certain sign that makin roads
      Is no this people’s study
Altho I’m not with Scripture cram’d
      I’m sure the Bible says
That heedless sinners shall be damn’d
      Unless they mend their ways.

Alternatives to “Epigram on Rough Roads”
Bill Dawson

The verse at the top of the page gives the popular version of the “Epigram 
on Rough Roads” that has been handed down to us over the past 150 years,  
William Scott Douglas is commonly accepted as the first publisher of this 
verse in volume 2, p15, of his edition of 1877, suggesting that the roads  lay 
between Kilmarnock and Stewarton, roads which Burns traversed frequently 
around October 1786. However, an earlier version was previously published in 
the “Perthshire Advertiser” of 30th January 1868 as part of “A Birthday Paper on 
Burns” by P.R. Drummond saying the epigram was etched with a diamond ring 
on a window in the Inn at Thornhill.

I’m here arrived, thanks to the gods,
      Through paths both deep and muddy,
Which shows the mending of the roads
      Is not the public study.
Altho’, I’m not with Scripture cramm’d,
      The Gospel plainly says,
The people surely shall be d----d
      Who do not mend their ways!

Without reference to Drummond, in 1896 W.E. Henley and T.F.Henderson 
included the verse based on Scott Douglas’s under their section of 
“Improbables” (iv.46), and write a dismissive note (iv.104) of Scott Douglas’s 
inclusion of the verse.

More recently Professor James Kinsley, in the Poems & Songs of Robert 
Burns, 1968, includes the text from Scott Douglas among the “Undated 
Poems And Dubia” (ii p914, CW 629) with notes (iii pp11529-1530) that if 
Burns did write the piece it dates from the period of his Highland tour or his 
time as a gauger. Concurring with Kinsley, Dr. James Mackay includes it in the 
bicentenary edition of 1986 and does not relegate it to his appendix of dubia, 
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(Appendix B: Dubious and Spurious Works) in Burns A – Z, The Complete Word 
Finder, 1990.

The Catalogue of English Literary Manuscripts cites only one transcription 
of the lines, in the Wisbech and Fenland Museum and examination of that 
manuscript gives a variation of the popular text with a fuller sub-title.

Written on a pane of glass in an 
inn at Moffat after travelling through
very bad roads

I’ve reach’d this place, thanks to the gods
      Thro’ paths deep, steep, & muddy
A simple sign, that making road
      Is here no public study,
Tho’ with the scripture I’m not armed,
      Yet as the gospel says,
The people here ought to be damned,
      Unless they mend their ways

Only the final line matches the popular version. The paper of the 
transcription has a watermark ‘1814’ and the transcription was certainly prior 
to the death of the collector, Rev. Chauncy Hare Townshend. on 25th February  
1868, bequeathing much of his collection to Wisbech Museum

Another transcription has recently been discovered on the flyleaf of the 
Kilmarnock edition bequeathed to The Library at Innerpeffray by Mrs Janet 
Burns St Germain. 

Epigram written by Burns with
a pencil, on a widow shutter
of an inn at Stewarton, where
he arrived much fatigued, from
the wretched state of the roads

I’m here arrived, thanks to the Gods!
Through roads rough, deep, and muddy;
A certain proof, that making roads
Is not the public study.
Although I’m not with scripture cram’d
The gospel plainly says,
The people surely shall be d----d
That do not mend their ways. 
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This concurs with Scott Douglas for the locale of the origin but is plainly not 
the source of his text, with only line five matching his version. It is more aligned 
to Drummond’s Epigram in the Perthshire Advertiser but Drummond gives 
the origin as Thornhill. The alternatives in the sources give a little credence to 
Scott Douglas’s assertion that “it is very familiarly quoted in Ayrshire as a stray 
impromptu of Burns’s”.

The variation introduced by these three sources, Drummond, Wisbech and 
Innerpeffray, will give the editorial team at The University of Glasgow currently 
assembling the new Oxford edition several challenges in formalising what is 
entered into that revised canonical text.

Transcription of the Epigram written on the flyleaf of the St Germain 
Kilmarnock Edition in the Library at Innerpeffray.
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Robert Burns’ “What Ails Ye Now”:
An Early Manuscript from the Roy Collection

Patrick Scott
Among the Burns poems that he himself never published, a few raise 

special questions of attribution and textual authenticity. Of course, many of 
the posthumously-published poems can be accepted as genuine without 

question, because we have earlier manuscripts of them in Burns’s hand, 
and because they are discussed in his letters.  But for some, there is no such 

supporting evidence, and for some there is no early manuscript evidence 
at all. One of these is the poem “What ails ye now” (also known variously as 
“Robert Burns’ Answer,” “A Letter to a Taylor,” “Reply to a Trimming Epistle,” 

and “Answer to a Trimming Epistle”). These feisty, strongly colloquial verses, 
in the Standard Habbie stanza-form, were a response to Thomas Walker’s 

“Epistle from a Taylor to Robert Burns,” beginning “What waefu’ news is this 
I hear.” Because of a reference in Walker’s poem to Burns’s going to Jamaica, 
the exchange is usually dated in early autumn 1786, after publication of the 
Kilmarnock edition, but before Burns changed his mind about emigrating.  

 
Fig. 1: Stanza 1 of “What ails ye now,” from The Kirk’s Alarm (1799) 

Courtesy of University of South Carolina Libraries.

Walker’s “Epistle” and the “Answer” were first published, as a pair, in Stewart 
and Meikle’s third Glasgow chapbook The Kirk’s Alarm (1799), and then were 
included also in Stewart’s Poetical Miscellany (1800), his Poems Ascribed to Robert 
Burns … the Ayrshire Bard, Not Contained in Any Edition of His Works Hitherto 
Published (1801), and Stewart’s Edition (1802). Most of the major editions treat 
the “Answer” as a Burns poem, and Kinsley, in the Clarendon edition, prints 
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both Walker’s epistle and Burns’s response.1 
However, there has never been contemporary or early external evidence 

for Burns’s authorship. Recently, Gerard Carruthers has drawn attention 
to a plausible alternative account of the poem’s origin, commenting that 
“more detective work requires to be done on the text in future.”2 This article 
is a response to that challenge, making the first detailed examination of 
a contemporary transcript of the poem in the G. Ross Roy Collection at the 
University of South Carolina.

There is no manuscript of the poem in Burns’s hand; it was not a poem 
that Burns copied into his Commonplace Book or that he had transcribed 
into the Glenriddell volume; and Walker himself, let alone his “Epistle,” goes 
unmentioned in Burns’s letters.3 Once the poem gets past abusing Walker, 
it gives a dramatic first-person account of Burns’s bawdy, even boastful, 
response to Daddy Auld and the Mauchline kirk session when they summoned 
Burns to be admonished for fornication.  Because of the subject and explicit 
language, some 19th century editors disparaged or bowdlerized Burns’s poem. 
Cromek in 1810 queried the authorship of “Robert Burns’ Answer,” and poured 
scorn on its poetic quality, but nonetheless characterized it as “written in 
an unhallowed moment by Robert Burns.”4 Allan Cunningham commented 
that it was “too free and unceremonious towards the conclusion, and I have 
been compelled to omit no less than five verses, in which the Poet gives 

1 James Kinsley, ed., Poems and Songs of Robert Burns, 3 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1968), I:  276-
280 (poems 119A and 119B), as “Robert Burns’ Answer”; other editions are referenced below. On the 
tailor, Thomas Walker (d. 1812), from Pool, near Ochiltree, see James L. Hempstead, “Thomas Walker, 
the Rhyming Tailor,” Burns Chronicle (1999), 117-120. The fullest critical discussion is by Gavin Scott 
Wilson, in his The Verse-Epistles of Robert Burns: A Critical Study (unpublished PhD thesis, University of 
Stirling, 1977), pp. 215-223. 

2 Gerard Carruthers, “Robert Burns’s Scots Poetry Contemporaries,” in David Sergeant and Fiona 
Stafford, eds., Burns and Other Poets (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2013), pp. 40-41 and 
p. 51, n.4; cf. David Purdie, Kirsteen McCue, and Gerard Carruthers, eds., Maurice Lindsay’s Burns 
Encyclopaedia, 4th ed. (London: Robert Hale, 2013), 328.

3 That is, unmentioned in the text of any normal letter. In the 1985 Clarendon edition, “What ails ye” 
turns up in the index to vol. 1, because when Ross Roy added in entries for Burns’s verse epistles, it 
became Letter 51A: G. Ross Roy, ed., Letters of Robert Burns, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), I: 
56.  

4 Robert Cromek, ed., Select Scottish Songs, Ancient and Modern, 2 vols. (London: J. M’Creery for Cadell 
and Davies, 1810), II: 253-255. . Walter Scott had criticized Cromek’s Reliques for omitting “The Jolly 
Beggars” and “Holy Willie’s Prayer,” and had praised Stewart’s Poems Ascribed as containing “among 
a good deal of rubbish, some of his most brilliant poetry”: [Walter Scott,], “Reliques of Robert Burns,” 
Quarterly Review, 1. 1 (February 1809): 19-36, repr. in Donald A. Low, Robert Burns: the Critical Heritage 
(London: Routledge Kegan Paul, 1974), pp. 196-209. In responding, Cromek misrepresents Scott as 
having rated all the contents in Poems Ascribed as “brilliant,” and then includes both Walker’s “Epistle” 
(“Is this the Poetry of Burns?”) and “what is called ‘Robert Burns’ Answer,’“ neither of which Scott 
had mentioned, in a list of items from Poems Ascribed that, Cromek claimed, proved Scott’s poor 
judgment. 
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a description of his interview with the kirk-session, and relates some of the 
conversation that ensued.”5  The early Chambers editions, and Waddell, simply 
left it out altogether. Most editors, however, have prided themselves on giving 
the full text.6  

Discussion of Burns’s authorship has been complicated by speculation on 
the role played in the exchange by a third local poet, William Simson (1758-
1815), the Ochiltree schoolmaster. Simson (or Simpson) had written a previous 
verse epistle to Burns and had drawn a lengthy response. Though again 
there is no known autograph manuscript of Burns’s response, the Simson-
Burns exchange is of unquestioned authenticity, because Burns included his 
answer, “To W. S*****n, Ochiltree,” in the Kilmarnock edition.7 Most people have 
believed that Simson had some role in setting up Burns’s response to Walker, 
but the 19th century sources differ greatly as to the extent of his involvement. 
At one end of the spectrum, Cunningham never mentions Simson, writing 
“A tailor in the neighbourhood of Mauchline took it upon him, it seems, to 
lecture Burns upon his loose conversation and behavior. The Poet answered 
him…,” and commenting that “the knight of the thimble acquits himself in 
verse nearly as well as other rhymers who have not the advantage of being 
poets” (Cunningham, II: 321). Cunningham then, after providing extracts from 
Walker’s “Epistle,” adds the kind of undocumented anecdote for which he is 
notorious:

I have heard it surmised that Burns wrote the monitory letter 
himself for the sake of the answer. To be able to write down to 
the level of the verses I have quoted—and they are the best—is 
a compliment to his genius, but not a just one (Cunningham, II: 
322).

Very soon afterwards, however, in his Contemporaries of Burns, James 
Paterson gave a very  different account, with Simson in the starring role.  
Paterson based his version on “the direct testimony of Mr Patrick Simpson,” 
William’s brother, and his successor as the Ochiltree dominie. Patrick Simson, 
then aged seventy-three, had been “exceedingly communicative on the subject 
of his brother’s correspondence with Burns,” but had never been consulted “by 

5 Allan Cunningham, ed., The Works of Burns, 8 vols. (London: Cochrane and McCrone, 1834), II: 321.
6 It was printed in full, from the Stewart text, by e.g. The Ettrick Shepherd and William Motherwell, 

eds., The Works of Robert Burns, 5 vols. (Glasgow: Fullarton, 1834-1836), I: 329-331 (as “Robert Burns’ 
Answer,” preceded by Walker’s “Epistle”); [Sir Harris Nicholas], ed., The Poetical Works of Robert Burns, 
3 vols. (London: William Pickering, 1839), III: 213-217 (retitled “Answer to a Poetical Epistle Sent to 
the Author by a Tailor,” and with Walker’s “Epistle” printed as a footnote); the Rev. George Gilfillan, ed., 
The National Burns (Glasgow: William Mackenzie, 1879), pp. 103-104. 

7 Kinsley, I: 93-98, and cf. Kinsley, III: 1063-1067.
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any of the commentators on the works of the Poet.”8  According to Paterson, 
and Patrick, William Simson had “no doubt” told Walker about the verse epistle 
he himself had received from Burns:

Ambitious of a similar honour, Walker wrote the following letter 
[i.e.:the “Epistle from a Tailor”]…. The tailor’s epistle had been 
despatched for several weeks, and still no answer from Burns. … 
Had his Bardship taken the well-meant advice amiss? In vain did 
Walker attempt to account for the silence of the poet, and he 
had more than once expressed his surprise to his friend William 
Simpson, who had seen the production before it was forwarded 
to Mossgiel. The schoolmaster, who appears to have been a wit 
in his way, immediately conceived the idea of working on the 
credulity of the tailor, and of enjoying a laugh at his expense. 
He accordingly evoked the Muse, and produced the following 
reply [i.e. “Robert Burns’s Answer”]… To this, Mr Simpson 
appended the signature of “Robert Burns,” and dispatched it 
to the tailor at Poole.  Though he may have been supposed to 
smart under the castigation, Tom Walker was excessively proud 
of the imagined reply of Burns, and lost no time in walking over 
to Ochiltree, to show the Dominie. It required all the gravity of 
the latter to prevent a disclosure.  He succeeded, however; and 
it is questionable whether the tailor was ever apprized of the 
true author of the reply. Certainly the public is not aware of it.  
Happening to meet Burns not long after this, Simpson informed 
him of the liberty he had taken with his name. “You did well,” 
said the Poet, laughing; “you have thrashed the tailor much 
better than I could have done.”9

The two accounts are completely contradictory. For Cunningham, 
Burns wrote both poems, for Paterson, Simson wrote both poems. The 
Paterson version is certainly not unthinkable: there are other instances of 
contemporaries writing poems in Burns’s voice or style. It was Paterson’s 
account that led Professor Carruthers to suggest that the authorship question 
warranted further research. 

Thirty years after Paterson, Scott Douglas provided yet a third version 
of Simson’s involvement.10 First criticizing Cunningham for giving “this rich 
performance… in a garbled state,” he then turns his fire on “a certain class 
of the poet’s annotators, who affect to disbelieve that he had any hand in its 

8 James Paterson, The Contemporaries of Burns; and the more recent poets of Ayrshire (Edinburgh: Hugh 
Paton, 1840), p. 64. 

9 Excerpted from Paterson, Contemporaries, pp. 68-72. 
10 William Scott Douglas, ed., The Works of Robert Burns, 6 vols. (Edinburgh: William Paterson, 1877-79), 

I: 347-349 (text on pp. 345-347 as “Reply to a Trimming Epistle Received from a Tailor”).
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composition.” His own theory, based on access to Thomas Walker’s original 
manuscripts, then owned by the Rev. David Hogg, who obtained them from 
Patrick Simson, was that Walker had first written a lengthy, garrulous epistle to 
Burns, and that when he got no answer, Simson rewrote it for him, to be both 
shorter and sharper. It was Simson’s version that provoked Burns to respond:

This required some rearrangement and alterations, which 
the schoolmaster managed with so much skill, that Allan 
Cunningham has suggested that Burns himself may have been 
the author…. On comparing the original with the “Epistle from 
a Tailor” as printed by Stewart, the conviction is forced upon us 
that Simson had as much to do with its composition as Walker 
did (ibid, p. 348).

But on Burns’s authorship of the “Answer,” Scott Douglas is unyielding, 
pointing out that both Simson and Walker were still alive when Stewart’s 
editions were published: 

[Never] During the lifetime of those worthies, and not till a 
quarter of a century thereafter, did any writer venture to deny 
the authorship of these verses to Burns. An absurd theory 
respecting them, however, has been started (and eagerly 
supported by some innovators) that Burns never answered 
either of the tailor’s epistles; but that Simson composed 
the reply attributed to Burns, imitated his handwriting, and 
dispatched it by a circuitous route to Walker. It is asserted that 
the young tailor swallowed the ruse, but was so horrified by its 
blasphemy and bawdry, that he consigned it to the flames. The 
latter fact we shall not dispute, for the original manuscript has 
never been recovered (ibid., p. 349).

However, getting access to Walker’s manuscripts of his own poem, while 
it disposed of the idea that Burns wrote the “Epistle,” was hardly relevant to 
deciding whether it was Burns or Simson who wrote “Robert Burns’s Answer.” It 
is hard not to conclude that Scott Douglas’s assertion of Burns’s authorship was 
at root an instinctive reaction to the poem as fitting the young Burns in voice 
and attitude. It was, he wrote, “a fact proclaimed by the verses themselves” (p. 
348).

The other major late Victorian editions took the discussion very little further 
forward.  William Wallace, in revising the Chambers edition, included the poem 
as Burns’s, but simply summarized Scott Douglas’s comments about Simson’s 
involvement (without acknowledgement), and on the authorship question 
again relied on intuition: the verses, Wallace  wrote, “proclaim themselves as by 
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the same hand that wrote the ‘Epistle to John Rankine.’”11 Henley and Henderson 
also cite Scott Douglas approvingly (but with acknowledgement) on Simson’s 
role in revising Walker’s “Epistle,” supporting the case for authorship chiefly 
through parallels, notably by adducing Burns’s song “The Fornicator.”12  Kinsley 
(explicitly), Mackay (silently),  and the Canongate editors (silently), all also 
accept Scott Douglas’s account.13  Like Scott Douglas, none of these editors 
mention Paterson by name, and only Scott Douglas and, more briefly, Wallace, 
discuss the “absurd theory” that Simson might have written the “Answer.”

As noted above, there is an additional piece of manuscript evidence that 
may bear on this question in the G. Ross Roy Collection.  While it does not, I 
think, resolve the issue, it has not been known to any of the editors mentioned 
so far, and it seems worthy at least adding it into the debate. It is certainly the 
earliest known manuscript source for the poem, and it provides a significantly 
different version of the text than the one printed by Stewart.

The Roy manuscript is a contemporary non-authorial holograph, written 
on both sides of a single sheet of laid that measures approx. 11 ¾ ins. x 7 ½  ins. 
(30 x 18.4 cm.).14  This is from the left half of a full sheet, so instead of having a 
watermark, it carries a countermark with the maker’s name, approx. 8 x 2.5 cm. 
in size. I have not been able to decipher this, though it seems to start with a W, 
and end with a g or y or similar letter with a flourish in the tail.15 

Fig. 2: The opening stanza of “What ails ye now,” from the Roy Manuscript.
Courtesy of University of South Carolina Libraries.

11 Robert Chambers, and William Wallace, eds., The Life and Works of Robert Burns, new ed., 4 vols. 
(Edinburgh: W. & R. Chambers, 1896), I:402, note (text pp. 402-404 as “Reply to an Epistle Received 
from a Tailor”).

12 W.E. Henley and T.F. Henderson, eds., The Poetry of Robert Burns [The Centenary Edition], 4 vols. 
(Edinburgh: T.C and E.C. Jack, 1896), II: 362-363 text on pp. 96-99, as “Reply to a Trimming Epistle 
Received from a Tailor”). 

13 Kinsley, III: 1198-1199; James A. Mackay, ed., The Complete Works of Robert Burns [Official Bicentenary 
Edition] (Ayr: Alloway Publishing, 1986), pp. 242-244, as “Reply to a Trimming Epistle Received from 
a Tailor”; The Canongate Burns, ed. Andrew Noble and P.S. Hogg (Edinburgh: Canongate, 2001; revd 
ed. 2003), pp. 628-629, as “Answer to a Trimming Epistle Received from a Tailor.” 

14 See Elizabeth A. Sudduth, The G. Ross Roy Collection of Robert Burns, An Illustrated Catalogue 
(Columbia,S.C.: University of South Carolina Press, 2009), pp. 10-11; and see also digital images 
of this and other Burns MSS from the Roy Collection at: http://digital.tcl.sc.edu/cdm/
compoundobject/collection/rbc/id/1081/rec/25. 

15 I am grateful to Dr. Ronnie Young for checking that this countermark is not one that occurs in the 
Glasgow project’s Burns Paper Database. 
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The manuscript has ten stanzas, with seven on the recto and three on 
the verso.   Because the opening stanza looks like Stewart’s printed text, with 
the blank in the word B----h, the manuscript may well have been taken by 
earlier owners as simply a transcript from an early printed source.  It has been 
docketed on the verso, in an early hand, in ink: “Poem Burns in Ansr to Walker.” 
Also on the verso, a dealer has annotated it in pencil: “Kinsley 119 minor 
variants £20,” confirming that Ross Roy purchased it after 1968, when Kinsley’s 
edition was published. It then remained in Professor Roy’s personal collection 
till Burns Night, 2008, when the Roys transferred their Burns manuscripts to 
the University.16  While Ross Roy had worked a little on the manuscript soon 
after he got it, making his own typed transcription, he had not, as far as I know, 
ever published anything about it, and he did not include it in any earlier Burns 
exhibitions.

The manuscript’s significance lies in the variants, which are more numerous 
and more substantive  than the dealer’s annotation would indicate.  They do 
not seem the kind of variants that would be made by a copyist working from 
a printed text, or from a manuscript of the text used by Stewart.  In particular, 
in the Roy manuscript, the poem ends differently from the ending in the 
Stewart text, dropping two whole stanzas (lines 55-66, stanzas 10 and 11), 
and introducing a significantly reworked final stanza (stanza 10 in the Roy MS, 
stanza 12 in Stewart). This is not the appropriate place for a formal collation 
of variants, but some examples and discussion may make the nature of the 
differences clearer.

In general, the Roy manuscript is slightly less colloquial, slightly more 
precise or formal in language, slightly more sardonic about the kirk session, 
and slightly less explicit in sexual language.    In stanza 1, line 1, both versions 
have the blank for “b-----h,” but the Roy version gives only a dash, without 
the first and last letters. In line 3, where the Stewart version exclaims “Losh 
man! Hae mercy with your natch” [i.e. knife]), the Roy version mentions tailor’s 
equipment more suitable to “thresh” Burns’s back: “With Ellwand, Lapboard, 
Goose and Natch / And Bodkin bauld.”  In line 5, where Stewart names Burns’s 
clerical oppressor as “Daddie Auld,” the Roy version reads more politely “Mr. 
____.”  This is not exactly bowdlerization, more perhaps playfulness, because 
rhyme makes both deleted words clear enough.17 

In stanza 2, lines 11-12, the Stewart version reads “Gae mind your seam, ye 
prick the louse, / An’ jag the flae.” The grammar is awkward, and absent other 
evidence, one might be tempted to emend ye to gae or even an’.  Henley-
Henderson, indeed, repunctuated to turn the last two phrases into compound 

16  Cf. Frank Shaw, “Professor Ross Roy’s gift of Robert Burns Manuscripts,” Robert Burns Lives! (February 
12, 2008): http://www.electricscotland.com/familytree/frank/burns_south_carolina.htm.

17  Based on Stewart, their sole textual authority, most editions preserve the blank in line 1: Henley-
Henderson, Canongate, and the BBC Scotland Burns site, fill in the blank.     
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epithets: “ye prick-the-louse, / An’ jag-the-flea.” Interestingly, the Roy version 
has the first of these compounds, and the result is no less colloquial, but more 
grammatical: “Gae mind your seam, poor prick-the-louse, and jagg the flae.”  In 
Stewart, Stanza 3 opens “King David o’ poetic brief /wrought ‘mang the lassies 
sic mischief,” where the Roy version reads “Tho David had poetic brief/ ’Mang 
Hizzies he wrought sic mischief.”  In stanza 4, the Roy version omits the explicit 
mention of Tam, the tailor, in line 19, and refers to “auld Hornie’s haunts,” in 
line 21, rather than “auld cloven Clooty’s haunts.”  In stanza 5, line 25, the Roy 
version mentions the “Mauchline Session” by name, rather than referring just 
to “the Session,” and instead of Burns being warned he must not “garren lasses 
coup the cran,” he is warned not to “gar the Giglets,” a vivid word for young girls 
also occurring in Burns’s “Address to the Toothache,” though only some texts.18  
Similar examples could be given from stanzas 6, 7, and 8.

Fig. 3: The conclusion of “What ails ye now,” from the Roy Manuscript.
Courtesy of University of South Carolina Libraries.

The biggest difference between the two versions is in the poem’s 
conclusion, from stanza 9 onwards, where the two versions provide slightly 
different versions of Mr. Auld’s energetic application of Scriptural commands.19 
The Stewart version reads:

18  See, e.g., Currie’s text, line 9 (Currie, IV: 392), following the early newspaper versions and the Brash 
and Reid chapbook; the 1802 Stewart text used by Kinsley reads “hav’rels”; cf. Henley-Henderson, II: 
343 and Kinsley, II: 791. 

19   See, e.g.: Matthew, ch. 18, verse 89: “Wherefore if thy hand or thy foot offend thee, cut them off, and 
cast them from thee: it is better for thee to enter into life halt or maimed, rather than having two 
hands or two feet to be cast into everlasting fire. And if thine eye offend thee, pluck it out and cast it 
from thee: it is better for thee to enter into life with one eye, rather than having two eyes to be cast 
into hell fire;” or Mark, 9. 43-45.  
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“Geld you!” quo’ he, “and whatfore no,
“If that your right hand, leg or toe,
“Should ever prove your sp’ritual foe,

“You shou’d remember
“To cut it aff, an’ whatfore no,

Your dearest member.”
The Roy version hews more closely to the original biblical text, by including 

“eye” in the list, and avoids the repetition of the colloquial “whatfore no,” even if 
it alters it to the semi-formal “wherefore no”: 

And why not geld, said they—ye know
If aught Eye Hand Foot or Toe
Shall ever prove your sp’ritual foe

You must remember
To cut it off—and wherefore no

Even ony Member. 

The Stewart version then follows with two stanzas of boisterous double 
entendre in which Burns promises to put the question (or member) in front of 
the girl, and let her decide, before giving up on a confrontation he can’t win:

But, Sir, this pleas’d them warst ava,
An’ therefore, Tam, when that I saw,
I said “Gude night,” and cam’ awa,

An’ left the Session;
I saw they were resolved a’

On my oppression.
The Roy manuscript has a shorter and neater conclusion. It has no 

equivalent to stanzas 10 and 11, but instead gives a very different stanza 12:

Struck by the force of this Quotation
Sung with a hypocrite’s sonation
I left them, fill’d with perturbation,
 Afraid lest they
Should (fill’d with zeal for my Castration)
 Snip all away20 

These variants are simply too extensive and too different for the Roy text 
to be simply a copy of the Stewart version made by a fussy and interfering 
copyist.  They also seem too coherent in purpose to be written out from an 
imperfect memory of the poem, and then patched up with improvised 

20  As Fig. 3 shows, this line has been partially erased in the Roy MS: a possible, though lamer, 
alternative reading might be “Sing all away,” rather than “Snip all away.”  
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wording in the gaps where memory had failed.  Rather than there being an 
original (Stewart) and a non-authorial transcript with minor variations (Roy), 
as previously thought, the two texts, the printed Stewart text and the Roy 
manuscript, represent two different versions of the poem. Neither text has 
the authority of an original manuscript in Burns’s hand. Both are derivative 
second-stage witnesses to different earlier manuscripts, and either or neither 
of those versions might have been by Burns himself. 

The editorial problem is working out the relationship between the two 
versions.  Which version was written first and which was the revision? It is 
not a given that a colloquial version represents a Burns original, and that a 
less colloquial one represents someone else’s meddling. The revision of 
eighteenth-century Scots poetry can go in either direction.  Once you factor in 
that the original might be by Burns or someone else, that either version might 
be the original, and that the revision might be by Burns or someone else, that 
leaves several logical possibilities for the relationship, and we do not have the 
evidence to decide which is what happened. The easiest option is to assume 
that the Stewart version is a Burns poem, and the Roy version someone else’s 
very competent but slightly tamer revision, deleting stanzas 10 and 11. If you 
accept Patrick Simson’s story, as passed on by Paterson, that William Simson 
wrote the poem, one way of rescuing Burns’s hand in the poem would be if 
Simson wrote the Roy version first and Burns then revised and expanded it 
to be more colloquial and in-your-face.  Equally, the possibility should not be 
dismissed that Burns wrote both versions (revising his first version for possible 
circulation in manuscript, or that someone else wrote both versions.

The Roy manuscript does not solve the question of whether “What ails ye” 
or “Robert Burns’ Answer” was written by Burns.  It does, however, highlight 
the need to base the discussion of authorship on detailed examination 
of all available sources, not solely on tradition or literary intuition. The 
strongest evidence for Burns’s authorship is its inclusion among the poems 
published by Thomas Stewart. While the texts Stewart used are sometimes 
of unknown provenance, Burns’s authorship of them has generally held up. 
But the traditional acceptance that Burns wrote “What ails ye” has been closely 
intertwined with the, perhaps unconscious, wish of some critics to play down, 
and others to emphasize, the image of Burns as defiant untamed champion 
of sexual freedom.  The problem, of course, is that the very kinds of evidence 
that would support Burns’s authorship (distinctive words and phrases, echoes 
of better-authenticated Burns poems, congruence with Burns’s voice and 
attitudes in that phase of his life) are the very same traits that would equally 
support the poem being a skillfully exaggerated imitation of Burns, either 
to deceive Walker or simply as an exuberant parodic tribute to Burns’s local 
reputation.
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‘A mind diseased?’: examining Burns’s mental health 
within a modern clinical framework

Moira Hansen1 

A version of this article was first presented as a paper at the Centre for Robert Burns 
Studies Annual Conference held at the Robert Burns Birthplace Museum, Alloway 
on Saturday 14th January 2017

Background
Just as Macbeth pleads to the doctor to help his wife, ‘Can you minister 

to a mind diseased?’, so too does Burns write to his good friend Robert 
Ainslie somewhere around November 1791. The letter continues with Burns 
bewailing how every tick of the clock carries ’a burden of anguish on his back’, 
how his wife scolds him, his business torments him and his sins are staring him 
in the face. Even bawdry has lost its power to please, and, as if that wasn’t bad 
enough, he seems to be nursing a horrendous hangover.2

Although this is one of his more extreme moments, within this pitiful cry 
for help, Burns encapsulates the torment he suffers from the ‘blue devils’ and 
‘mad tornadoes’ of his unstable moods, the ‘deep, incurable taint’ that, in his 
mind, ‘poisoned his existence’.3

Despite the profound effect of these 
episodes on Burns, they remain relatively 
unstudied and, therefore, little understood. 
Dr Currie, as Burns’s first major biographer, 
acknowledged their existence but labelled 
them a consequence of Burns’s excessive 
drinking, perhaps a surprising viewpoint given 
Currie’s professional interest in melancholy, 
although perhaps not in light of his subscription 
to temperance.4

1 Moira’s research project is generously supported by a Lord Kelvin Adam Smith doctoral scholarship 
from the University of Glasgow. She is based in the Department of Scottish Literature, University 
of Glasgow, and supervised by Prof. Gerry Carruthers (Scottish Literature) and Prof. Danny Smith 
(Psychiatry). 

2 J. DeLancey Ferguson, The Letters of Robert Burns, ed. by G. Ross Roy, Second (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1985), Letter 482.  All subsequent references to specific letters refer to this volume. 

3 Letters 616, 168 and 619 
4 James Currie, The Works of Robert Burns; with an Account of His Life, and a Criticism on His Writings, 1st 

edn (Liverpool: M’Creery, 1800). 
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In 1925, James Crichton-Browne systematically 
deconstructed Currie’s arguments regarding Burns’s 
drinking, highlighting the misrepresentations that 
had underpinned 19th century portrayals of Burns.5 
Likewise, Crichton-Browne also acknowledges the 
existence of Burns’s turbulent moods, particularly his 
episodes of melancholia but, and again surprising for 
someone who was one for the foremost psychiatrists 
of his time, these episodes are attributed to Burns’s 
rheumatism. There is no consideration that they 
might be indicative of a separate condition in their 
own right.

And for most of the 20th century, this has been the status of Burns’s moods – 
either secondary to another condition, or simply considered part of his poetic 
temperament.

A recent trip to the Special Collections depart-
ment of the University of South Carolina unearthed 
a publication which appears to be a rare and unusual 
exception to this neglect of Burns’s mental health. 
Within a decade of Crichton-Browne’s publication of 
Burns from a new point of view, James Purves-Stew-
art, another psychiatrist, argued that ‘Burns suffered 
from a characteristic form of recurrent nervous and 
emotional instability…the so-called cyclothymic 
type’.6 As intriguing as this conclusion is, Purves- 
Stewart delivered it as part of an Immortal Memo-
ry to the London Burns Club; in not forming part of 
the traditional academic literature, it has essentially 
been lost in time.

The suggestion that Burns’s melancholy might 
point to an identifiable mental illness rather than mood swings as a result 
of other factors really emerged in the mid-1990s, at the suggestion of Kay 
Redfield Jamison. In Touched with Fire - a study of mood disorder in 37 different 
Romantic poets - Jamison suggests Burns was affected by recurrent depression 

5 James Crichton-Browne, Burns From a New Point of View (London: William Hodge and Company, 
1925). 

6 James Purves-Stewart, The Immortal Memory of Robert Burns: A Medical Aspect (London: Matthews 
Drew & Co., 1935), pp. 37–38. Cyclothymia is a condition characterised by short periods of 
abnormally elevated and abnormally lowered mood which do not meet the criteria for classification 
as clinical hypomania or clinical depression.
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or possibly bipolar disorder.7 There is, however, limited detail about the sources 
of evidence used and how different symptoms manifested themselves in this 
evidence to show how she arrived at these conclusions.

Nevertheless, the possibility of depression or bipolar disorder affecting 
Burns’s life has gained some traction. Subsequent biographers such as Ian 
McIntyre and Robert Crawford both repeat the suggestion.

If it is to be claimed that a figure as significant, as influential and as 
internationally respected as Burns was affected by a mental disorder, it is 
important that they are grounded in evidence. Firstly, this evidence will allow 
the nature of such a diagnosis to be properly understood within the context of 
Burns’s life – what were his main symptoms, how episodes of abnormal mood 
might be connected to events in his life and how those episodes might have 
affected his actions, his decisions and his creativity. Secondly, and perhaps 
more importantly, it has to be recognised that that cyclothymia, depression 
and bipolar disorder are significant mental illnesses which many people live 
with on a daily basis - any such diagnosis should not be applied without the 
care, attention and respect due to those who are affected.

Approaching the study of Burns’s mental health
Bearing in mind the previous commentary on Burns’s mental state and the 

responsibility attached to exploring issues of mental health, we come to the 
question that underpins this research – does Burns have ‘a mind diseased’? 
Is it possible to replicate the approach of modern psychiatrists in looking for 
symptoms of a group of medical conditions in the life of a man dead for more 
than two hundred years? 
To answer that question, we first have to know what conditions we’re looking 
at and how they are defined. We are primarily concerned with three conditions 
which fall under the wider heading of mood disorders - recurrent depression, 
type II bipolar disorder, and cyclothymia – differentiated as shown in Table 1. 

7 Kay Redfield Jamison, Touched with Fire: Manic-Depressive Illness and the Artistic Temperament (New 
York: Simon & Schuster, 1993), p. 66.
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Recurrent Depression Bipolar (II) Disorder Cyclothymia

2 or more episodes of 
abnormally depressed 
mood

•	 Showing 
4 or more 
symptoms

•	 Lasting 7 or 
more days

Possibly months 
between episodes

1 or more episodes of 
abnormally depressed 
mood

•	 Showing 
4 or more 
symptoms

•	 Lasting 7 or 
more days

1 or more episodes of 
hypomania

•	 Showing 
3 or more 
symptoms

•	 Lasting 4 or 
more days

Possibly months 
between episodes

Depressed mood
•	 Fewer than 4 

symptoms

Elevated mood
•	 Fewer than 3 

symptoms

No more than 2 months 
between episodes

Table 1: Clinical definitions of mood disorders
Fortunately, the field of psychiatry has very clear definitions laid out in, detailing 
what symptoms might be exhibited as a part of each condition, and how many 
of these need to be identified to warrant a clinical diagnosis. This allowed 
the identification of 12 different areas of Burns’s life where symptoms might 
exhibit themselves (Table 2), and descriptions of how these areas would be 
affected if Burns was experiencing abnormally elevated or depressed moods.

Mood Cognition Behaviour

Level Self-esteem Energy and activity 
levels

Experience of pleasure Outlook Sleep

Attitude (anxiety/
irritability)

Thought processes Social skills

Speech Participation and risk

Libido

Table 2: Domains where symptoms of mood disorder are exhibited
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So, knowing what is being looked for, where is this evidence found? The aim 
of the study is to replicate, as far as possible, the process a modern psychiatrist 
would go through with a patient; unsurprisingly, at the heart of this process, is 
consultation with the patient themselves. Obviously, this isn’t an option when 
examining Robert Burns but, arguably, the next best thing is available – the 
correspondence, commonplace books and journals. Burns’s own words gets 
us as close as possible to his innermost thoughts and feelings. Literary analysis 
can identify words and phrases, images and tones which indicate the presence 
of symptoms across any of the twelve areas previously described. And with an 
understanding of the wider context in which Burns was living, interpretations 
can be adjusted to allow for the ways in which he varied his writing, depending 
on who he was writing to and why. 

This is a key difference to other studies of significant figures; they have 
tended to rely on third-party information such as biographies and accounts 
written by others; because they are then working through the lens of someone 
else’s interpretation, rather than with original source material, any findings or 
conclusions may be affected the bias or agenda of the biographer. We need 
only think of the impact of Currie’s writing being used as the authoritative 
source by subsequent biographers on their representations of Burns.

Using this methodology, which draws on best practice in both psychiatric 
and literary fields of research, more than 800 letters, both commonplace books 
and the tour journals were analysed, generating some interesting results.

Findings
Central to the results generated are that several periods of time are indicated 

to be clinically interesting. Rather than getting bogged down in a somewhat 
dry letter-by-letter reporting of results, however, the findings presented here 
will focus on two of these periods, one relating to lowered mood, the other to 
elevated mood.

Lowered mood
The first of these is December 1786. This is a crucial time for Burns. It had 

been a tumultuous year for him: the Kilmarnock edition of Poems, Chiefly in the 
Scottish Dialect had been published in July; Jean Armour had fallen pregnant, 
and would give birth to twins in September, yet her father refused permission 
for her to marry the poet; Burns had planned to emigrate to Jamaica, possibly 
accompanied by Mary Campbell, but subsequently discarded these plans 
when he was encouraged to head to Edinburgh instead, where he could 
secure subscriptions for publication of a further volume of his work.

Burns arrives in Edinburgh on 28th November. To begin with, things 
seem to be going well. On 7th December, he describes to Gavin Hamilton the 
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various notables to whom he has been introduced, and the great success he 
is having in securing subscriptions; his somewhat tongue-in-cheek claim that 
he is ‘becoming as eminent as Thomas a Kempis or John Bunyan’ and that his 
birthday will be included in almanacs alongside such notable events as the 
battle of Bothwell Bridge gives a very clear idea of this being a poet whose star 
was in the ascendancy.8

But all was not well. The next four letters, all written within three days of 
each other, and to different correspondents, are significantly less optimistic 
in their tone. He apologises to John Ballantine for his ‘stupid matter-of-fact 
epistle’, and to Robert Muir for delaying writing until he could give a ‘rational 
account’.9 To Ballantine, Robert Aiken and William Greenfield, he expresses his 
anxiety that, as a result of his new-found fame, he has been ‘dragged into the 
full glare of learned and polite observation’ where ‘with all [his] imperfections 
on his head’, ‘the stroke of envious calumny…should dash it to the ground.’10

Such anxiety is compounded by a lack of self-esteem - his merits as a poet 
are insufficient to support the heights to which his fame is being raised, he is 
certain that he will be found wanting and consequently socially ruined. He is 
overtly pessimistic, convinced that such a fate will befall him, and looking to 
the future as he would look into the ‘bottomless pit’.11

Anxiety, lowered mood, lowered self-esteem, pessimistic outlook – all 
of these occurring at the same time fulfil the criteria for an episode of mild 
depression – an abnormally lowered mood with little or no impairment of 
social or occupational functioning. And that is what this appears to be.

But there is more to be considered. 
Between arriving in Edinburgh and writing to Gavin Hamilton, Burns is 

known to have written at least three further letters to various correspondents. 
However, for the week between the Hamilton letter of the 7th and the Ballantine 
letter of the 13th, there are no known intermediate letters. Maybe they no 
longer exist; or, maybe Burns did not write any. He also comments to Ballantine 
that since he had arrived in Edinburgh, he had suffered with a ‘miserable 
head-ach & stomach complaint’.12 Such physical symptoms are recognised 
manifestations of depression; were these a result of Burns’s working so hard 
to maintain a positive public persona in the face of his other symptoms? Are 
there no letters for that week simply because he had no energy to write nor 
desire for further social interaction? 

What is clear is that this Burns who writes to Ballantine is not the same 

8 Letter 62
9 Letters 63 and 64
10 Letters 63, 65 and 66
11 Letter 65
12 Letter 63
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Burns who wrote to Hamilton the week previously. So, what has happened? 
One suggestion may be offered in Ballantine’s reply, dated 30th December. 
Ballantine’s response is currently only known to have existed through the list of 
letters in Burns’s possession at his death, compiled for Currie and now housed 
in the Robert Burns Birthplace Museum. As a result, we have only a synopsis, 
rather than the full text, but that synopsis reads ‘…for the consequences of a 
sudden chang…’13

Is this an intriguing suggestion that Ballantine recognised that Burns is 
feeling out of his depth in Edinburgh and that this is affecting his mood state? 
After all, in January it would be to Ballantine that Burns confides he is ‘still “dark 
as Chaos” in respect to futurity’ and hankering after a return to the farming life 
he had grown up with.14

Although circumstantial, it is compelling and adds further weight to the 
argument that this is an episode of depression.

But this is not the only episode that Burns would experience in the last 10 
years of his life, and nor was it the most serious; in January 1788, he would 
write to Frances Dunlop ‘how, a hundred times, I had desired to resign this 
life as a soldier resigns his commission’; in December 1789 he would be so 
‘groaning under the miseries of a diseased nervous system’ that, for three 
weeks, he would be unable to lift his head, let alone fulfil his responsibilities as 
an excise officer.15

But as with most things Burns-related, there is more to the story. The turmoil 
plaguing his mind in these periods is not the only extremity of emotion we see 
in Burns life.

Elevated mood
And so we turn to the summer of 1790. By this time, Burns is farming 

Ellisland and working a 10-parish excise district; he is living with Jean and 
their 2 surviving children. Around the end of June, Jean would fall pregnant 
again, as would Anna Park. It’s a tricky time to explore as the correspondence 
for this summer is sparse – at least one letter to Frances Dunlop is known to 
have been written but has never been found, suggesting loss or destruction. 
Nevertheless, they indicate a man working at a breakneck pace, juggling the 
busiest time of the farming year with his excise duties in a division ‘hitherto 
carelessly surveyed’. He talks about evenings spent composing or socialising, 
supping and dining past midnight then sitting down to transcribe copies of 
poems; this would be the summer that would give rise to ‘Tam O’Shanter’.

13 Ferguson, p. 397.
14 Letter 77
15 Letters 184 and 374
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Probably the clearest picture of this time is painted by the letters of the last 
week of August and first week of September.

Two letters dated 29th August, to Robert Cleghorn and John Mitchell 
indicate Burns has spent the previous four days riding over all ten parishes of 
his division – a distance of more than 200 miles - to the point that he had ‘broke 
[his] horse’s wind and almost broke [his] own neck’, besides ’some injuries in a 
part that shall be nameless, owing to a hard-hearted stone of a saddle.’16 The 
next few days would see him call on Captain Riddell before riding to Dumfries 
to participate in the ‘whirlpool of an Excise-fraud-Court’, where he had ‘a good 
deal of business for the Justices’, including the case of Thomas Johnston for 
which Burns produced a lengthy statement responding to Johnston’s petition.17 
Gilbert’s letter to his brother on the 4th September details the heavy workload 
at Mossgiel at the time, it being the height of harvest; we can safely assume 
that circumstances were similar at Ellisland – Burns would return from fulfilling 
excise responsibilities to deal with farm responsibilities.18 Burns’s energy and 
activity levels over the course of these two weeks cannot be denied.

The letters to Cleghorn and Mitchell both also reveal a degree of irritation; 
on one hand, an understandable sense of injustice about offenders who get 
off lightly because they have ‘so many Great Men to espouse his cause’, on the 
other a more personally directed tetchiness at a book which had not yet been 
returned.

So, already we have elevated energy levels and mild irritability, two signs 
of hypomania, but there is more to be found. Particularly, Burns’s letter of 4th 
September to Robert Graham reveals a fluency of thinking, and an over-arching 
sense of well-being and optimism as he lays out his success and efficiency as 
a gauger in a disorganised division, and expresses his hopes that this will lead 
to promotion to a better-paying Port division, although he’s not yet been in 
the job for a year. Ironically, he even offers to draw on the support of some the 
‘Great Men’ who can speak for him.

Taking a broad overview of the summer of 1790, what is evident is Burns 
coming into his prime – he is in a good place personally, professionally and 
mentally. The letters which are known convey a general sense of optimism and 
happiness; if more were to come to light, it would not be surprising to find 
them providing further evidence of a pervasively elevated mood during this 
summer. Punctuating this period of elevated mood are episodes, such as that 
at the end of August, where things are even more heightened, pushing them 
into the category of hypomania. 

16  Letters 416 and 417
17  Letters 418 and 419
18  Gilbert Burns, ‘A Letter to Robert Burns from His Brother Gilbert’, Burns Chronicle, 2.4 (1993), 133 and 

137.
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Potentially, there are similar occurrences at the end of June – when both 
Jean and Anna fall pregnant – and towards the end of September when he 
recovers from a bout of quinsy and produces Tam O’Shanter. Arguably, the 
relative lack of any commentary of the death of his brother William, who he 
cared for deeply, also points to an abnormally elevated mood. 

Similar such episodes might also occur in the early months of 1788, during 
the first flushes of his relationship with Agnes McLehose, and the August/
September 1793 when he’s neck-deep in collecting and editing for Thomson.

It appears, however that Burns is aware of this. In early August 1790, 
he writes with wonderful insight to Helen Craik about the ‘fairy pleasures’ 
bestowed by the Muse to counterbalance the catalogue of evils brought on 
by the stronger imagination and more delicate sensibility of the poet.19 Is 
this a tacit acknowledgement of the instability of mood Burns recognised in 
himself, an instability he earlier described as ‘mad tornadoes and trade winds 
of wisdom’?20

Conclusions
In considering these two snapshots of the poet’s life – December 1786 

and August 1790, it is important to always be cautious about the conclusions. 
Clearly Burns wrote many, many more letters in his life, letters which were 
subsequently lost or destroyed, creating gaps in the timeline. Additional 
evidence from letters to Burns can be incorporated, as has been done here, 
or from sketches and accounts from friends and family written at later points 
in time. Evidence of unstable mood in other members of the family can also 
being considered, mood disorders having a strong familial component; for 
example, in the same letter where Gilbert reports on the Mossgiel harvest, he 
also reports how sister Isabella wants to write to their mother Agnes but ‘still 
complains frequently of being out of order and want of digestion, and from 
the extreme delicacy of her nervous system is incapable of bearing any fatigue 
either of body or mind.’ 21

It is highly unlikely the Burns community would be so lucky as to ever get a 
complete day-by-day picture of the poet’s life; this signals the care that must be 
taken and the reason why there can never be a categorical yes or no attached 
to a diagnosis which describes the nature of Burns’s unstable moods. Instead, 
there can only be degrees of confidence expressed in the conclusions drawn. 

So, going back to the original question – are we looking at ‘a mind diseased’?
To answer that, we need to return to the definitions of the three conditions 

we’re considering (see Table 1).

19  Letter 413
20  Letter 168
21  Burns, p. 137.
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This article has laid out the evidence for the episode of lowered mood in 
December 1786, and makes reference to several further episodes, some even 
more serious. Thus, there is as much certainty as possible that these episodes 
represent more than one period of depression in the poet’s life, as defined by 
the clinical criteria. This means that, at a minimum, it is highly likely Burns was 
affected by recurrent depression.

On the basis of this conclusion, it is also fairly certain that Burns was not 
affected by cyclothymia – the criteria dictate that the presence of depressive 
episodes rule that out.

So that leaves bipolar disorder, which is where the evidence from August 
1790 comes in. It should be easy to appreciate that gathering the evidence 
for hypomania is less straightforward than that for depression – Burns isn’t as 
explicit about his emotional state; this is not surprising – if you feel so good, 
what have you got to complain about? So, there’s more emphasis on the literary 
analysis. However, based on Burns’s letters and the return correspondence, it 
is fairly certain that August 1790 represents an episode of hypomania. It is also 
fairly certain that there exists at least one further episode of hypomania within 
the poet’s biography. Therefore, coupled with the high certainty that the 
evidence from December 1786 represents an episode of clinical depression, it 
is very probable that Burns was affected by Type II bipolar disorder – a mood 
disorder where episodes of recurrent depression predominate, interspersed 
with less frequent episodes of self-limiting hypomania, rather than the full-
blown mania which would shift the classification to Type I bipolar.

So, yes, we are dealing with ’a mind diseased’, a mind affected by a 
diagnosable condition. But for Burns it was more than this; his description of 
a ‘deep, incurable taint’ gives the clear sense of it being a stain, a stigma that 
haunted him. And this is only too understandable; it might be argued that, 
as much as Burns aspired to follow in Fergusson’s poetic footsteps, he was 
terrified that his own ‘taint’ might lead to him following Fergusson to Bedlam.

But Burns also taps into something else. The deep incurability highlights 
that this was a part of Burns, something that ran right to his core, an integral 
aspect of his character which influenced who he was and what he achieved in 
life; as much a part of him as his rural roots, his religious beliefs or his political 
leanings. Further study of his moods in relation to his life and his creativity will 
continue to yield a deeper insight into his character and his personality. 

But neither should we lose sight of the bigger picture. This analysis of 
Burns’s correspondence shows that he spent far more time in periods of 
normal mood than abnormal. Almost certainly, his moods played a role in the 
genius of his creativity, but they are only one aspect of his personality. They 
shape Burns but they do not define him.



44 Burns Chronicle 2018

Recently Re-discovered Burns Manuscripts:
Scott Douglas and his publisher.

Chris Rollie ©

The following abbreviations are used throughout this paper
BC  Burns Chronicle 1892- present. Published by the Robert Burns  

World Federation.  Kilmarnock.
H&H Henley, W. & Henderson, T. (Editors). 1896. The Poetry of  

Robert Burns. Caxton, London.  
CW and CL, The Complete Works of Robert Burns (1986) and The  

Complete Letters of Robert Burns (1987), respectively, edited  by 
James A. Mackay and published by The Burns Federation.

MS Manuscript

Introduction
The subjects of this paper are a series of seven holograph manuscripts, 

some unpublished, contained within an Extra Illustrated Edition of The Works 
of Robert Burns in six volumes (approx 276 x 200mm), edited by William Scott 
Douglas and printed by Turnbull and Spears for William Paterson, Edinburgh 
1877-79.  These original manuscripts comprise one letter and two songs in the 
holograph of Robert Burns, three original letters to the poet, and a letter from 
his friend Mrs McLehose (`Clarinda’) of Edinburgh to his friend and physician, 
Dr William Maxwell, Dumfries, sent soon after the poet’s death.  Of the letters 
to Burns, of particular interest is a letter from his song publisher, George 
Thomson, 

In the late 19th century these manuscripts appear to have been owned 
by Edinburgh publisher William Paterson, some were referenced by Scott 
Douglas, but they have since been lost to Burns scholarship.  

The Scott Douglas Extra Illustrated Edition
In ‘A Bibliography of Robert Burns’ (1964),  Professor J.W. Egerer regarded the 

1877-79 Scott Douglas edition very highly:
`Save for a few more modern editions, this is the best edition of Burns’s Works 

we have.  True, there are some slips, and it has been the habit of more recent editors 
to sneer at these.  It is, nevertheless, a monumental edition in many ways, and has 
more than eased the burden for later scholars in the field.’

Time has not diminished this assessment and Scott Douglas, a former 
secretary of Edinburgh Burns Club, is in the top echelon of Burns editors.  The 
ordinary `Library edition’ of Burns’s Works, he edited contained a total of 31 
illustrations.  In ‘A Bibliography of Robert Burns’ Egerer did not refer to an Extra 
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Illustrated Edition, and it is not known how many copies were printed, In June 
2006 Christies (London) sold an Extra Illustrated Edition containing 271 plates 
for £1,0801.  The leather-bound Extra Illustrated Edition under consideration 
here contained some 272 prints, portraits and facsimiles, four proof etchings 
by Adolphe Lalauze2, and seven important holograph manuscripts of Burns 
and his friends.

This unique Extra Illustrated set containing the holograph manuscripts, 
which are tipped-in between pages in volumes I, II, III, V and VI, was acquired 
at some time (after 1889) by James Boyd (1847–1915) of Carskey Estate, near 
Campbeltown in Kintyre, Scotland.  Boyd was a textile baron from Paisley who 
married Katherine Coats, a daughter of the then owner of the Paisley firm, 
Coats Threads.  Carskey was bought by the Boyds the early 1900s they built the 
present house, which they renamed Carskiey, between 1905 and 1910.  Boyd 
was a collector of fine books and paintings, and he furnished Carskiey with his 
impressive collection, including the unique Extra Illustrated `Works’ containing 
the holograph manuscripts (henceforth the Carskiey Works).  He died in 1915, 
and the house passed down through the family until 1947, when it was sold 
with contents to the Brooks family.  In 1963, the house and contents, including 
the books, were sold to the Rennies.  By a chance connection, the author was 
afforded the opportunity to examine and record the contents of the Carskiey 
Works just prior to their private sale in 2010.  Carskiey House itself was sold in 
2011. 

1 An Extra Illustrated Edition of The Works of Robert Burns, in six volumes (276 x 180 mm), edited by W. 
Scott Douglas (1877-79), published by William Paterson was sold by Christies of London for £1,080) 
on 7 June 2006 (Sale 7233; Lot 186).  It was illustrated with 271 plates, portraits and additional titles, 
mounted proofs before letters, facsimiles etc.  The Extra Illustrated referred to here has 272 such 
illustrations, plus 7 holograph MSS and 4 proof etchings by Lalauze.

2 Adolphe Lalauze, the celebrated French engraver, was born in 1838 in Rive-de-Gier (Loire) and 
studied in Toulouse School of Fine Art, and in Paris under Leon Gaucherel.  He made his debut at 
the Salon de Paris in 1872 and died in 1905.  The Carskiey Works contained four portraits of Burns 
etched by Lalauze from a contemporary miniature by `Miss Nasmyth.’  Vol I contained one Japan 
proof before letters and one India proof before letters, while Vol II contained one Dutch paper proof 
before letters and one Dutch paper print.  Alexander Nasmyth, the friend of Burns who painted the 
most well-known portrait of the poet, had six daughters, all of whom gained local reputations as 
artists.  It is not known which one painted the miniature.

 The etching by Lalauze, and the portrait on which is based, are relatively poorly known to Burnsians, 
though three of the etchings were exhibited in the (centenary) Burns Exhibition in Glasgow, 1896, 
and listed in the Memorial Catalogue (1898).  The Burns Cottage Catalogue of Relics & Engravings 
and history of its constitution, printed at Ayr Advertiser in 1913 lists: `251: Engraving of portrait 
of Robert Burns, from the miniature by Miss Nasmyth.  Etched by Lalauze, presented by Kerr and 
Richardson, Glasgow.’  Incidentally, the Carskiey Works contains a Richardson and Kerr (Glasgow 
booksellers) sale notice.



46 Chris Rollie Burns Chronicle 2018

This paper details the contents of the manuscripts and provides an outline 
commentary on their context in the life and works of Robert Burns.  Original 
spellings and punctuation have been retained throughout.

Holograph manuscripts by Robert Burns
1.Letter `To Robert Muir, Kilmarnock’, 18 Nov 1786. (Roy No. 57)

Volume II contains a short letter in ink to Robert Muir of Kilmarnock, dated 
Mossgiel 18 Nov. 1786, written shortly before the poet departed for Edinburgh 
in pursuit of a second edition of his poems.  This letter was first published 
without address etc by Allan Cunningham in 1834, but its whereabouts was 
not known in 1931 when DeLancey Ferguson produced his two-volume 
`Clarendon’ Letters of Robert Burns, nor in 1985 when Ross Roy re-edited the 
work. The letter, from Vol II is collated here from the manuscript, with minor 
differences from the printed version shown in brackets on the right.

`My Dr. Sir,  (Dear)                                                                                    
Inclosed you have Tam Samson as I intend to print him. – I am thinking for 

my Edinr. expedition on Monday or Tuesday  (Edinburgh)
come se’enninght for pos. – I will see you on Tuesday first. – 
    I am ever
     your much indebted 
Mossgiel 18th Nov: 1786}   Robt. Burns                    (R.B.)                  

And on the verso;     with, on outer right fold;

Monsr. Robert Muir    Robt. Burns  
 Mercht     Mossgiel
    Kilmarnock    18thNovr. 1786 

And inverted monetary calculation on upper fold;

1 .. 1 .. 6
    10 .. 9
1..12 .. 3’

The manuscript contains only minor variations from the earlier printed 
versions, but the hitherto unknown address is interesting.  Burns used the 
address Monsr. to only one or two other friends in 1786. 
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Burns Letter to Robert Muir, Kilmarnock 18th October 1786



48 Chris Rollie Burns Chronicle 2018

Address to Monsr. Robert Muir
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2. Song `Phillis the fair’
Volume III of the Carskiey Works contains a manuscript of the song in ink 

in Burns’s hand (folio leaf 320 x 200 mm); variations with printed versions are 
given in round brackets on the right:  

       Penciled ‘e’
`Phillis the fair              Tune, Robin Adair                  
      C  v 2 fo 144 
`While larks with little wing
Fann’d the pure air,
Viewing the breathing spring,             (‘Tasting the’ Currie1800 
Forth I did fare:             – an amendment by G. Thomson)
Gay the sun’s golden eye
Peep’d o’er the mountains high;
Such thy morn! did I cry,    (`thy bloom’ H&H, who said 
Phillis the fair.               `morn’ was another Thomson amendment)

In each bird’s careless song,
Glad, I did share,
While yon wild flowers among,
Chance led me there:
Sweet to the opening day,
Rosebuds bent the dewy spray;
Such thy bloom, did I say,
Phillis the fair.

Down in a shady walk
Doves cooing were;
I mark’d the pirate hawk,                        (`cruel’, Currie, 1800; and
Caught in a snare:                   Dalhousie MS as per Kinsley, 1968)

So kind may Fortune be,
Such make his destiny,
He who would injure thee,
Phillis the fair.’

`Phillis’ was Philadelphia, daughter of John McMurdo, chamberlain to the 
Duke of Queensberry at Drumlanrig in Nithsdale.  Burns was a firm friend of the 
family, and his friend and musical collaborator, Stephen Clarke, gave singing 
lessons to Philadelphia and her elder sister, Jean.  The song was contained in 
a letter from Burns to George Thomson in early August 1793, which was first 
published by James Currie in 1800.  Henley & Henderson examined the original 
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MS of “Phillis the fair”
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manuscript, then in Brechin Castle with Burns’s other letters to Thomson, 
correctly noting that Thomson had replaced Burns’s original `Viewing’ 
with `Tasting’ (line 3) in the MS letter before he sent it to Dr James Currie.3 
Additionally, they assumed erroneously that a replacement of `bloom’ with 
`morn!’ (line 7) in the manuscript, and its subsequent adoption by Currie, had 
also been the work of Thomson.  That this latter correction was in fact Burns’s 
own was apparent to James Kinsley when he collated the manuscript (then in 
Dalhousie MSS, Pierpont Morgan Library, New York) for his Poems and Songs 
of Robert Burns (1968).  In any case, such clumsy repetition of `bloom’, which 
correctly appears in the second stanza would be uncharacteristic in Burns.  
Various editors repeated the error, presumably basing their texts on H&H, 

The above manuscript does not appear to have been published or noted as 
a variant hitherto, but confirms both `Viewing’ (line 3) and `morn!’ (line 7).  Its 
other significant feature is Burns’s use of `pirate hawk’ instead of `cruel hawk’ 
(line 19).  The other side (verso) of the manuscript is docketed in an unknown 
hand (Scott Douglas?): `A love song “Phillis the fair” to the tune of “Robin Adair” 
and `Written by Robert Burns on a leaf of his excise book’, while the MS is listed 
in the handwritten contents as a `Folio leaf of excise paper.’  The watermark is 
circular and approximately 5 cm in diameter, comprising two outer concentric 
rings tightly framing the letters WC, or possibly W and a crescent moon.

3.`Composed on hearing a bird sing while musing on Chloris.’
Regarding Burns’s `Address to the Woodlark’, Scott Douglas remarked (Vol III, 
275):
`This truly fine lyric appears to have been sent to Thomson in May, 1795, a month 
during which he seems to have been more than usually prolific in song.  There is in 
the hands of the publisher of these volumes a pencil manuscript in the poet’s hand, 
containing what are evidently his first thoughts while conceiving and executing 
this pathetic effusion.  It reads as follows; 
Sing on, sweet songster o’ the brier,
Nae stealthy traitor-foot is near:
O soothe a hapless Lover’s ear,
And dear as life I’ll prize thee.

Again, again that tender part,
That I may learn thy melting art,
For surely that would touch the heart,
O’ her that still denies me.

3. George Thomson, editor of Select Scottish Airs who received and published songs composed by 
Burns to Scottish melodies, amended some of Burns’s letters to him, before sending a selection of 
them in 1797 to Dr James Currie for publication in his posthumous edition of Burns’s Works in 1800.
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Oh was thy mistress, too, unkind,
And heard thee as the careless wind?
For nocht but Love and Sorrow join’d
Sic notes of woe could wauken.

The closing four lines accord with the text’
Kinsley (1968, Vol II, 786)) reprinted the above passage, but clearly didn’t know 
the pencil manuscript referred to, which is contained in Vol III of the Carskiey 
Works.  The implication of Scott Douglas’s text is that this special edition with 
its original manuscripts may have belonged to publisher William Paterson.  The 
transcription of the entire manuscript (pencil; 305 x 190 mm) is as follows:

`Song – Tune   Whare’ll our gudeman lie (Composed on hearing a bird sing 
while musing on Chloris)

Sing on, sweet songster o’ the brier,
Nae stealthy, traitor-foot is near:
O soothe a hapless Lover’s ear,
And dear as life I’ll prize thee.

Again, again that tender part,
[Oh could I b (deleted)]
That I may learn thy melting art:
For surely that would touch the heart
O’ her that still denies me.

Say was thy little mate
Oh was thy Mistress, too, unkind,
And heard thee as the careless wind?
[Sure (deleted)] For nocht but Love and Sorrow join’d
Sic notes of woe could wauken

Thou tells o’ never ending care,
O’ speechless grief and dark despair.
For pity’s sake, sweet bird, nae mair
Or my poor heart is broken.’

(verso) Burns evidently began an even earlier pencil draft:

`Song – [Think (deleted)] Musing on Chloris...’
Sing on sweet songster of the brier
Nae stealthy, traitor-foot is near
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O soothe a hapless lover’s ear
And dear as life I’ll prize these

Oh, was thy mistress too unkind
And heard thee as the careless wind
Sure nocht but love & sorrow join’d
Sic notes’

On the same leaf, in ink, in the hand of Dr James Currie, is written:
`Song
Musing on Chloris
Addressed to a bird.
In Thomson’s publication.’
The manuscript (folio leaf ) has a watermark comprising a royal coat of arms 
shield (4 quartiles with harp etc) contained by two concentric outer rings 
surmounted by a crown etc.
This full transcript of the pencil manuscript, with its deletions and alternative 
opening lines to the third stanza, provides an intriguing insight into Burns’s 
method of song writing, working and re-working drafts.  Evidently the poet 
settled on `Say was thy little mate unkind’, rather than the alternative `Oh was 
thy mistress, too, unkind’ in the printed version (CW 550):
`Address to the Woodlark

O stay, sweet warbling woodlark stay,
Nor quit for me the trembling spray,
A hapless lover courts thy lay,
Thy soothing fond complaining.-

Again, again that tender part,
That I may catch thy melting art;
For surely that wad touch her heart,
Wha kills me wi’ disdaining.-

Say, was thy little mate unkind,
And heard thee as the careless wind?
Oh, nocht but love and sorrow join’d,
Sic note o’ woe could wauken!

Thou tells o’ never-ending care;
O’ speechless grief, and dark despair:
For pity’s sake, sweet bird, nae mair!
Or my poor heart is broken!’
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Burns sent the above ̀ finished’ version of his song ̀ Address to the woodlark: 
Tune – Where’ll bonie Ann lie?, or Loch Erroch Side’ to George Thomson in an 
undated letter first published by Currie (1800), who ascribed it to May 1795, 
and Thomson referred to the song in his reply during that month.  In his letter, 
Burns also suggested `Johnnie Cope’ as a possible third choice air.  The song 
itself was first published by Thomson in his Select Collection of Scotish Airs (1798, 
Vol I, set 2) to the tune of `Loch Erroch side’.  Dick (1903) noted that the proper 
melody was indeed `Whare shall our gudeman lie?’ or `Where’ll bonie Ann 
lie `as marked on the copy of the verses sent to Thomson’.  Characteristically, 
Burns himself knew the history of the tune and in his interleaved annotations 
of Johnson’s Scots Musical Museum in relation to `Where wad bonie Annie lie’, 
he wrote `The old name of this tune is - `Whare’ll our Gudeman lie’, and he 
quoted a `silly old stanza of it’ (in Cromek, 1808).  It is interesting that Burns 
also referred to the old tune in his early pencil fragment.

Pencil manuscripts written by Burns are relatively rare and probably involve 
early drafts like the above and/or pieces written in the open air or in transit, eg 
`Verses written with a pencil’ (CW 287) over the chimney-piece of the inn at 
Kenmore and in the MS journals of his `border-’ and `highland tours.’  In a letter 
to Thomson (19 August [1793]), Burns described writing a song: `  I sat, & raved, 
under the shade of an old thorn, till I wrote one to suit the measure.’ (CL 636)  It 
is likely that he used a pencil in such circumstances and quite possible that the 
above MS was created in this way, with later drafts and finished versions being 
committed to ink at this writing desk.

Original holograph MSS by Mrs Agnes McLehose (Burns’ `Clarinda’).
Robert Burns and Agnes (Nancy) McLehose first met in Edinburgh on 4 

December 1787 and immediately became very close friends, commencing an 
intimate correspondence (`Sylvander’ – `Clarinda’) that was to continue, with 
some intervals, until June 1794.  Twenty five letters from Burns to ̀ Clarinda’ were 
published by Thomas Stewart of Glasgow in 1802, London publishers Cadell & 
Davies immediately and successfully applied for an interdict to suspend the 
publication on the grounds that they and William Creech of Edinburgh had 
sole copyright of all Burns’ compositions.

The first `authorised’ edition of the `Sylvander’ – `Clarinda’ correspondence 
was edited by W.C. McLehose, a grandson of `Clarinda’, and published by 
William Tait in Edinburgh in 1843.  This contained 23 unpublished letters by 
Burns, together with most of `Clarinda’s letters to the poet, except for those 
destroyed, lost or withheld on grounds of taste’ (McLehose, 1843).  

4.`Clarinda’ Letter to Robert Burns, Ellisland, Dumfries, 2 August 1791
The manuscript of this letter, written on 2 August 1791 by `Clarinda’ to 
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Robert Burns, is contained in the Carskiey Works (Vol V) and was first published 
in part by Scott Douglas as the final entry in Vol V (462-3) of his `Works’ in 1879, 
with a footnote as follows.

`Singularly enough, while the closing sheet of the present volume was 
being sent to press, a hitherto unprinted letter of Clarinda to Burns came 
into the publisher’s possession.  It turns out to be a reply to our poet’s letter 
addressed to her (No.43 of our series), given at page 390, supra, under the 
conjectural date [Aug. 1791].  The interesting holograph is in fine preservation 
and bears the postage mark.

We have for want of space been compelled to abridge Clarinda’s little 
sentimental poem, but the omitted stanzas are in quality considerably inferior 
to those here presented.’

The printed version of the letter is indeed short of 12 lines of `Clarinda’s’ 
verse, and presents the remainder in quatrains, whereas in the original letter 
the verse is continuous with no breaks.  A complete transcription of the letter 
is printed below, 
(Two leaves comprising 4 sides: 3 of script; the 4th carrying the address.)
      `2d August

You surely mistake me Sir - “Expose your letters to criticism”!  nothing could 
be farther from my intention: read my letters & you will find nothing to justify 
such an idea – but I suppose they are burn’d – so you can’t have recourse to 
them.

In an impasion’d hour – I once talked of publishing them, but a little cool 
reflection, shew’d me, its impropriety.

The idea has been long abandon’d - & I wish you to write me with that 
confidence, you would do a person of whom you entertain a good opinion - & 
who is sincerely interested in your welfare.

To the “every day children of the world”, I well know, one cannot speak “the 
sentiments of their bosom” –

I am pleased with your reception of the Poem – & no less so, with your 
beautifull stanzas, in consequence.  The last I think peculiarly elegant “Dearly 
bought &c”

It has procured me a short visit from the Muse. - She has been a stranger 
since the Golden Dream of ’88 - the verses are inaccurate – but if worth while, 
pray, correct them for me.  Here they are.

Scott Douglas’s omissions are in bold; his own substituted text in round 
brackets on right

Yes, Sensibility is charming;-
Tho [oft (deleted)] it may wound the tender mind-
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Nature’s stores the bosom warming
Yield us pleasures, most refin’d-
See, yonder pair of warbling linnets
Whose soft music charms the grove- (How their music charms the grove)
What with rapture, fills their minutes? (What else with rapture fills their  
     minutes,)
-Sensibility and Love.   (But sensibility and love?) What 
tho’ sportsmen cruel drovers! (Ev’n should the sportsmen (cruel 

rovers!))    
Rob them of their tunefull breath?
Happy, undivided lovers!-     (How blest the little life- long lovers,)         
Parting, points the pang of Death. - (Undivided in their death!)

[Say (deleted)] What inspires th’enraptur’d Lover
Or makes the winged hour steal on?
The nymph such matchless charms discover
Sensibility, alone. -
This long lov’d maid nipt in the blossom,  (A long-lov’d maid nipt in   
                  the blossom,)
Lies entomb’d in yonder plain -        (May lie in yonder kirkyard green;)
Mem’ry sooths his aching bosom - (Yet mem’ry soothes her

lover’s bosom,)
Recalling [many a (deleted)] still the raptur’d scene. -  (Recalling many

a raptured scene.)
Musing, by the rolling ocean          (Or musing by the rolling ocean,) See 
him sit, with visage wan -
Wave succeeding wave in motion  (As wave succeeding wave in motion) 
Mark the passing state of man. -       (Mourns the chequer’d life of Man.)

Thus deriving moral pleasure
Even from woes of deepest dye
Soon he forms his bosoms treasure
In the region of the sky. -
Th’ insensible, whom nothing wa[rm]ing
Lives exempt from tender woes. -
Enchantress Nature, all that’s charming
On the feeling mind bestows.
Sensibility! -sweet treasure -
Still I’ll sing in praise of thee -
All that mortals know of pleasure
Flows from Sensibility.
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Let me know what you think of this poor imitation of your style - [they are 
(deleted)] ‘tis metre - but not poetry.  Pray have you seen Greenfields4 Poems? 
or Miss Carmichaels5?  The last are very poor I think.  I have been reading 
Beatie’s6 minstrel for the first time – 
What a delicious treat!
   Interrupted adieu!

Annotated (by Scott Douglas?)
This is the reply to letter LXI(P263)  of the “Correspondence” Edinr 1843.
Poetry
Mr Robt. Burns,
Ellisland,
Dumfries.’
(Red bishop mark – very faint)

Scott Douglas was correct in stating that this was ̀ Clarinda’s’ reply to Burns’s 
undated letter containing his own verses `On Sensibility’, though the letter 
has been neglected by most succeeding editors.  This was perhaps because it 
came very late into Scott Douglas’s hands and necessarily was separated from 
the remainder of the Burns – McLehose correspondence, being printed as the 
final entry in Vol V (462) of his Works.  This was a very busy period for the poet 
as he was drawing his affairs together in preparation for quitting Ellisland Farm 
and removing to Dumfries.  Nonetheless, it is difficult to read these exchanges 
on `sensibility’ without wondering if they were, at least to some extent, yet 
another manifestation of the mind games and wordplay that characterised 
many of their earlier letters.  In this respect the previously missing text now 
printed here is and each of whom knew that a final parting was drawing ever 
nigh.

From an editorial perspective, it is also quite revealing to read what appears 
to be Scott Douglas’s own significant re-writing of `Clarinda’s’ original verses, 
especially given his criticism respectively of James Currie’s (1800) and Allan 

4 Rev William Greenfield was Professor of Rhetoric and Minister of St Andrew’s church when the poet 
arrived in Edinburgh in late 1786.  Burns was a great admirer of him as both a speaker and a poet.  
Greenfield subscribed for two copies of Burns’s Edinburgh edition (1787), and in 1796 subscribed 
one guinea for the behoof of Jean Burns and her family (Scott Douglas, Works, VI, 395).  He was 
chosen as Moderator of the Church of Scotland in May 1796, shortly before Burns’s death.

5 Miss Rebekah Carmichael’s poems were published in 1790 and sold by Peter Hill.  Burns subscribed 
for two copies and sent the young Miss Carmichael a copy of Robert Fergusson’s poems, in which he 
had inscribed lines on his `elder brother in the muse’. (Lindsay, 1980).

6 James Beattie (1735-1808), poet and essayist.  His most famous poem, `The Minstrel’, (1771-74) was 
a favourite with Burns, and evidently `Clarinda’, too.
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Cunningham’s (1834) similar treatment of some of Burns’s writings7.  It is hard 
not to conclude that, for a variety of reasons, such tinkering was a feature of 
the times, with few if any exceptions, but rather with editors differing only in 
the degrees of their meddling.

5.Letter to Dr William Maxwell, Dumfries, 31 Oct 1796
Volume V of the Carskiey Works also contains a manuscript letter from 

Mrs MacLehose to Dr William Maxwell, dated 31 October 1796, just over 
three months after Burns’s death (21st  July).  Maxwell was a close friend and 
physician to Burns in his last illness and indeed the poet’s last child, Maxwell, 
born on the day of his father’s funeral (25th July 1796), was named after the 
doctor.  The following day in Dumfries, Maxwell met with John Syme and the 
poet’s brother, Gilbert, agreeing to seal up Burns’s papers until mid August 
and to advertise in the press for Burns manuscripts or copies of them.   In the 
weeks and months that followed, there ensued a voluminous correspondence 
between these and other friends of Burns.  On the one hand, there were the 
aforementioned gentlemen, together with fellow Burns intimate Alexander 
Cunningham in Edinburgh, and his and Syme’s mutual friend, Dr James Currie 
in Liverpool, who ultimately edited the four volume edition on behalf of Burns’s 
family in 1800.  In late 1796 their purpose was to gather as much original 
material as possible, poems, songs, epigrams, letters and notebooks etc.  
Then there were those friends and correspondents of the poet, who, however 
much they supported the concept of a subscription and publication to benefit 
Burns’s family, were more immediately concerned with retrieving their own 
letters to the poet, presumably for fear of embarrassment and perhaps worse 
should their contents reach the public eye.  In this way, `Clarinda’, Robert 
Ainslie, George Thomson, Maria Riddell and even Mrs Frances Anna Dunlop 
(of Dunlop) all requested the return of their letters to Burns from one or more 
of those Dumfries friends closest to the bard, and sooner or later they were 
all successful.  This was a time when grace and favour, political pressure, 
embarrassment, scandal and fear of the state were all factors that could have a 
strong bearing on social or financial stability, and even liberty.

It is in this context that these friends requested the return of their letters, 
and in which the following letter was written by ̀ Clarinda’ to Dr William Maxwell 

7 In the preface to Vol IV of his Works, Scott Douglas stated that `Dr Currie often exceeded his own 
definition of the liberties taken with the author’s [ie Burns’s] text.’  Regarding Burns’s autobiographical 
letter to Dr Moore, he said that Dr Currie had made `frequent violation of the sense, as well as the 
modes of expression, found in the original document.’  He also lamented Currie’s suppression of 
delicate passages etc. 

 Regarding Allan Cuningham’s treatment of Burns, in his `Advertisement to the reader’ (Works, Vol 
VI, vi), Scott Douglas said that `Allan’s labours in behalf of our poet are now regarded as practically 
worthless by readers who prefer honest fact to fiction.’
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on 31 October 1796 and is printed here for the first time. (Two leaves quarto 
comprising three sides of script, with the fourth carrying the conclusion of the 
letter, Maxwell’s address, return address and postscript).
         
   `Edinr. 31 Octr. 96-

Sir,
Tho’ I can feel no hesitation to confide in the honor of a gentleman of whom 

I have learnt so high a character from Mrs Riddel, yet, I confess, it is with fear 
and trembling I adress one who is a stranger to me. – and but for the accident 
of my correspondence wt. our ever lamented Bard, most probably had ever 
remained so.  It is my earnest solicitude to have that correspondence returned, 
wh. induces me to trouble you with this letter, & from what Mrs Riddel says, I 
can have no doubt of yr. immediate compliance [wt.?] my earnest request to 
have them remitted to me by the very earliest opportunity.  By a letter from 
Mrs Riddel I recd. today, I understand, you sir, have now these too tender letters 
in your possession and I blush to learn also, that my letters to her have been 
communicated both to you, & Mr Syme.-

This information I confess excited an emotion of something like shame, wh. 
I did not feel in submitting my narrative to one of my own sex.  However, it is 
past – & I repeat, that I have the most perfect reliance on the honor and secrecy 
of both you & Mr Syme.  The delight I experienced in perusing Mrs Riddell’s 
elegant character of Mr Burns induced me to write to her, tho’ an absolute 
stranger, I was none to her literary fame; & her boldly espousing the cause of 
a man “whose like we never can meet again” but, whose failings were talked 
about by every silly censorious fool; wins my heart to her at once; & I felt that 
a woman of her consequence in society doing so, a sufficient proof that those 
qualities of her heart were no less ebullient, than the acknowledged ones of 
her understanding.  I have had reason to bless the very strong & unaccountable 
impulse I felt, to adress her.  I hope it has procured me a friend, as well as a 
correspondent, whose singular value [I hope (deleted)] I shall ever estimate as 
it deserves.  

If I, at all, comprehend the character of Dr Maxwell, I can have no doubt 
but [he?] will enter into my objections to the publi[cation?] of [the?] letters 
alluded to – that they are admired by three such complete judges of epistolary 
merit, is food sufficient  for the vanity of any reasonable woman.  That they 
were so by him who is no more – I might impute to his partiality, a partiality, 
the recollection of which will be “dear to my soul while memory holds her 
seat”!8  I will not however destroy the correspondence – no – perhaps, [my?] 

8 `Clarinda’s’ `dear to my soul while memory holds her seat!’  cf  `while memory holds a seat in this 
destracted globe’  Shakespeare’s Hamlet Act 1 scene 5.
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few partial friends may be induced to give them to the world, when the hands 
that wrote, & the hearts that dictated, them are mouldering in the tomb.  I have 
complied wt. a degree of bashful reluctance to what Mrs Riddel says “you were 
most desirous off” – writing to you.

Your compliance with my earnest wish will be a proof that you do not 
condemn my adressing you as forwardness but attribute it to its genuine 
nature.  Hoping to have a few lines along wt. the letters by the carrier.  I remain 
with every sentiment of respect & esteem, your humble servt.    
       Clarinda
Dr Maxwell
Dumfries

(Circular, red Bishop mark comprising two semi-circular sections: top OC; 
bottom 31)
Adress for “Mrs Maclehose opposite Canongate Church” Edinr.
An account of our late friend’s final scene if it is not too bold to ask f[or] would 
be co[nsid]er’d a singular favor.’

This letter adds significant information to the fascinating period following 
the poet’s death, some details of which we already know from Dr James Currie’s 
correspondence with Burns’s friends: Maria Riddell and John Syme of Dumfries, 
and Alexander Cunningham in Edinburgh, and correspondence between the 
latter two friends.  The above recently discovered letter from `Clarinda’ to Dr 
Maxwell confirms that she had in fact first written to Maria Riddell soon after 
seeing the latter’s `elegant character’ of Burns,  referring to Maria’s character 
sketch, published in the Dumfries Journal and other periodicals, including 
the Edinburgh Evening Courant, in August 1796, under the pseudonym 
`CANDIDIOR’.  She may have been quoting this  in relation to Burns “whose like 
we never can meet again”. Unfortunately, no copy of this article is known to 
exist and the phrase is not contained in any of the versions we do have, Scott 
Douglas (Works vol VI, 208) quoted ‘nearly verbatim’ an account of the funeral 
from the Dumfries Journal of 26th Juy 1796, which may have been the source.

`Thus closed a ceremony which presented a solemn, grand and affecting 
spectacle, according well with the general sorrow and regret for the loss of a 
man whose like we can scarce see again.’

Maria evidently showed ̀ Clarinda’s’ letters to herself to both John Syme and 
Dr Maxwell, trusting to their honour and secrecy in relation to any sensitive 
comments.  She was also to show these letters to Dr James Currie in Liverpool.  
In all of this, of course, Maria, was colluding with all three men in an attempt 
to persuade `Clarinda’ to release letters she had received from Burns.  For her 
own part, `Clarinda’ was determined to get her own letters back.  Maxwell and 
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Syme had gone to Burns’s house on 2 August 1796 and separated his papers 
into the poet’s own writings, letters received by him and accounts/vouchers 
etc.  Their intention was to get these to Alexander Cunningham for proper 
collation, while Cunningham himself was also busy collecting manuscripts 
in Edinburgh.  Regarding letters amongst Burns’s papers, in his own letter to 
Cunningham of 12 August 1796, Syme referred to `a considerable packet of a 
peculiar description.’

`They are letters from a female, who must have felt the genuine passion 
of love.  They are originals of a superior nature – Style, sentiment, passion, 
all the graces of the most cultivated, of the most feeling and elegant mind, 
distinguish the fair author.  Rousseau’s Eloise writes not finer, if so fine.  We 
paused before we ventured to read.  We consulted whether to seal them up 
and deliver them to the person, who, if alive, must have an anxious, a distracted 
heart.  We resolved to be a Court of honour and delicacy, and to examine what 
the letters contained.  We read three or four, and were rapt and astonished at 
the inconceivable merits of the authoress.  But Love, such Love as Eloise flames 
on St Preux, is the inexhaustible fountain.  Heavens! Were it possible to get his 
letters to that person.  Men of feeling, Beings whose minds are open to the 
finest impressions which the language of nature and passion can make, would 
receive a gratification which I believe could scarcely be equalled – so rare, that 
the like can seldom if ever be the lot of.  What shall be done with these letters?  
Avaunt the sacrilege of destroying them or shutting them up for ever from the 
light.  But on the other hand, can we bring them into the light?  If you consult 
on this point, let it be with one or two chosen friends – one or two of the elect– 
and let the seal of honor and secrecy be previously impressed.’ (BC 1936, 40)

Syme was referring here to the letters from `Clarinda’, though evidently he 
neither knew her real identity, nor even if she was alive at that time.  `Bosom 
crony’ though he was to Burns, this was an affair that the poet had scarcely told 
of to anyone9.  However, on 17th  September 1796, Cunningham wrote to Syme 
telling him that he had received a written application from Mrs McLehose for 

9  In a letter to `Clarinda’ from Castle Douglas with a conjectural date of 25 June 1794, Burns wrote (CL 
411):

 `You must know, my dearest madam, that these now many years, wherever I am, in whatever 
company, when a married lady is called as a toast, I constantly give you; but as your name has never 
passed my lips, even to my most intimate friend, I give you by the name of Mrs Mack.- This is so well 
known among my acquaintances, that when my married lady is called for, the toast-master will say – 
“O, we need not ask him who it is – here’s Mrs Mack!”  I have also among my convivial friends, set on 
foot a round of toasts, which I call, a round of Arcadian Shepherdesses; that is, a round of favourite 
Ladies, under female names celebrated in ancient song; & then, you are my Clarinda:- so my lovely 
Clarinda, I devote this glass of wine to a most ardent wish for your happiness!’

 No wonder John Syme was curious when Burns’s own `Clarinda’ entered the scene in 
seeking her letters so soon after the bard’s death.
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her letters to Burns `under the signature of Clitander’ [sic] and that she had 
resisted his arguments towards their publication.  Cunningham therefore 
recommended their immediate return to her, whilst agreeing that Dr Currie 
was the ideal biographer and suggesting that all Burns’s MSS should be sent to 
him in Liverpool.  As we have seen from `Clarinda’s’ letter to William Maxwell, 
this letter itself was partly in response to his own desire to receive one.  Thus, 
in one way or another, `Clarinda’ had inveigled five of Burns’s closest friends in 
her solicitations.

On 30 September Syme informed Cunningham that Maxwell and John 
McMurdo had agreed to sort Burns’s MSS and papers, but that they had all 
decided that `Clarinda’s’ letters to the poet should not yet be returned, hoping 
instead that perhaps they could be used as a lure by way of exchange for 
Burns’s letters to her.  Whilst he also referred to `Clarinda’s’ letters to Maria 
Riddell, clearly he hadn’t seen them by that time and moreover he asked 
Cunningham not to mention this because he hoped that Maria herself would 
yet be successful in securing Burns’s letters from `Clarinda’.  He was clearly 
affected by the intensity of `Clarinda’s’ letters and longed for Burns’s half of the 
correspondence.

Maria Riddell retrieved her own letters to Burns either just before or soon 
after his death and certainly before early November 1796 when she removed 
to London.  None of them have ever come to light.  On her way south, she 
spent some time with Dr Currie in Liverpool and left some Burns MSS with him.  
She then wrote to Currie from the capital on 9 December confirming that she 
had indeed received letters from `Clarinda’ and that they `contained treasures 
relative to him’ (ie Burns), and some of these she sent, together with copies 
of her replies with her own description of Burns’s death to Currie in January 
1797 (BC 1920).  However, despite all her efforts, she had failed to secure the 
poet’s letters to `Clarinda’, while in late December 1796 the latter turned her 
attention to Syme, promising that if he returned her letters, she would not 
destroy any part of the correspondence and, moreover, offered the condition 
that she would:

` select such passages of our dear bard’s letters as would do honour to his 
memory, and cannot hurt my own fame, even with the most rigid.’ (McLehose, 
1843, 72)

Evidently, Syme replied very speedily, saying that he’d spent New Year’s 
Day alone and had been engaged in writing dry, uninteresting letters.  He 
confirmed that he would indeed return her letters and be pleased to receive 
such selected extracts from the correspondence as `Clarinda’ had pledged 
to send.  The `Sylvander – Clarinda’ correspondence was therefore not 
amongst papers including `a very considerable number of letters from Burns’s 
correspondents’ sent by Syme to Dr James Currie on 6 January 1797, and her 
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name does not appear in Currie’s list of correspondents to Burns.  Three days 
later, on 9 January 1797, Clarinda wrote to Syme saying she was happy that 
he had consented to returning her letters at last.  Whilst she again refused to 
release Burns’s letters to her, she did offer to let Syme see them the following 
month when he was to be in Edinburgh.  At last, she had control of the 
correspondence and its potential consequences.

On 20 November 1797 Maria confirmed that she had received several letters 
from `Clarinda’, enquiring about particulars of Burns’s death and containing 
private anecdotes of his history and marriage etc, and indeed some of these 
she had already shown to Currie on her earlier visit to Liverpool (BC 1921).  
`Clarinda’ sent Maria extracts of Burns’s letters to her, which were then also 
forwarded to Currie.  As we have seen, Maria, as requested, sent `Clarinda’ her 
own description of Burns’s `closing scene’.  However, here again, in a postscript 
to `Clarinda’s’ earnest plea to Dr Maxwell for the return of her letters, we have 
a similar, touching request of the doctor who had attended Burns in his final 
hours:

`An account of our late friend’s final scene if it is not too bold to ask f[or] 
would be co[nsid]er’d a singular favor.’

This small, direct yet tender request speaks volumes for itself, requiring no 
explanation to Burnsians or indeed other readers of this paper.  It is not known 
if Dr Maxwell complied with this latter request, or even if he replied at all, but 
as we have seen, he certainly did not return her letters at that time, and it was 
left to John Syme to finally satisfy ̀ Clarinda’ in this regard in early January 1797.

6. George Thomson Letter to Robert Burns, Dumfries, 20 August 1793
This letter was published for the first time by Scott Douglas in 1879 (Vol VI, 

265) with the following footnote.
`The holograph is possessed by the publisher of this edition.  It is the 

solitary specimen of Thomson’s letters to our poet that is known to exist; and 
its preservation can be accounted for only on the ground that it had fallen 
aside from the rest of the series, and was not returned to Thomson with the 
others after the death of Burns.  It formed one of a parcel of MSS connected 
with the poet’s matters, which at one time were in the hands of Dr Maxwell, 
Dumfries.’

The original MS is contained in Vol VI of the Carskiey Works and comprises 
two leaves with three sides of script; the fourth carrying the conclusion to the 
letter, a brief postscript, address and Bishop marks.  It is transcribed below 
and, with minor variations in spelling and punctuation, is as printed by Scott 
Douglas, except for significant omissions given in bold italics:

`Bravissimo   I say – it is an excellent song.  There is not a single line that 
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could be altered.  Of the two lines “O my Love Annie’s very bonnie, & “O dearly 
do I lo’e thee Anne”, I prefer the latter decidedly.  Till I recd. this song I had half 
resolved not to include Allan water in the Collection, and for this reason that it 
bears such a near resemblance of a much finer Air, at least a greater favourite 
of mine, I mean Galashiels or, or “Ah the poor shepherds mournful fate” – the 
beginning is almost quite the same.  I have lately made up a correct List of 
my 100 Airs, of which I will send you a copy in the course of a few weeks.  It 
is my fixed intention not to exceed that number – By going farther, I should 
only be induced to take a number of trifling Airs, and so swell the size & price 
of the book beyond bounds.  And I find my List includes every fine Air that 
is known, of the serious & pastoral kind, besides two or three never before 
published; and likewise the most admired ones of the lively & humorous 
kind – all Diamonds of the first water! --I shall be confoundedly puzzled to 
find English verses suited to the irregular measure of a considerable number 
of the lively Airs, unless by your means.  An English poet, a stranger to the 
airs, – such as Muirland Willie – Auld Sir Simon the King – Fee him father, 
fee him &c. would never be able to write for them.  It has cost me infinite 
trouble to get the ingenious Peter [Peter Pindar10] to accommodate himself to 
the peculiar rhythm of the Airs for which he has written.  He wanted to make 
the music bend to the poetry, to make minums of crotchets, & crotchets of 
minums, because he found it difficult to write good verses to the Airs as they 
stood!  I soon convinced him that no alteration of this sort could be allowed; 
but still he keeps harping on the measure: and I perceive it would almost be 
impossible for him to enter into the spirit of the irregular Airs, such as I have 
before mentioned of which there are about 15 or 16. – I stand pledged to 
furnish English Verses along with every Scotish song, and I must fulfill what I 
have promised  But I certainly have got into a Scrape if you do not stand my 
friend.  A couple of stanzas to each Air will do as well as half a dozen; and to an 
Imagination so fruitful as yours, this will not be a Herculean labour.  The Airs 
too are all So perfectly familiar to you, and the original verses so much your 
favourites, that no Poet living is qualified to add Congenial Stanzas even in 
English, so much as you are.-

I am very glad to find you are to revise “Let me in this ae nicht”  I put a 
much greater value upon this beautiful Air than either upon Allan water, or 
Logan water.  So it is with “Cauld kail in Aberdeen” – I have always considered 
it to be among the most pleasing of our melodies – When you first sent me “O 

10 `Peter Pindar’ was the pen name of Dr John Wolcot MD(1738-1819) of Dodbrooke in Devon.  He took 
his MD at Aberdeen, spent some time as physician-general in Jamaica, before returning to England 
to write verse, including celebrated satires on `Farmer George’ (George III).  Burns admired his 
`Gregory’ and said `The very name Peter Pindar is an acquisition to your work’ in a letter to George 
Thomson of 26 January 1793 (CL 623).
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poortith cauld”, I took the liberty to observe, that I thought it too querulous & 
despondent for the Air.  I would very fain have something in your best manner 
for it.  There is not an air existing better calculated for telling a pretty tale of 
Love; - And therefore I hope that in this your propitious Season, you will think 
of it some evening under the Thorn tree that witnessed the birth of your Allan 
Water.  Remember also when the Muse and you are in “fit retreats for wooing”, 
that fine Ballad tune “Laddie lie near me” - &c

I am sorry you cannot think of furnishing a fine concluding stanza or two 
to Down the burn Davie.  You will Surely allow that however pleasing the 
description, beginning “Till baith at length impatient grown”, it is altogether 
improper for Publication, - more particularly in a Collection which assumes to 
itself the merit of purification.

I have sent by the Dumfries Carrier (carriage paid) a parcel address’d to you, 
containing a Set of the Sonatas & Songs for Mr Riddlel of Woodley Park.- the 
same for a Mr Boyd who wrote some weeks ago to Mr Hill about them; a set of 
the Songs to Mr Gordon and a set of both for our friend Clarke.  Will you give 
them to a Porter, I mean the two first, and send the others at your convenience.  
I hope you will excuse me for putting Mr Riddels & Mr Boyds under your cover.  
I thought it needless to make different parcels of them.  Mr Stewart the music 
seller here to whom Mr Miller of Dalswinton & Mr Mcmurdo subscribed got 
copies to forward to them, about ten days ago. - 
   Yours cordially
         

G. Thomson
Edinr. 20th August 1793’

I think as you do that Oran gaoil is a   }
beautiful tune.  I have put it in my List & }
propose attaching to it Dr Blacklocks verses }
“Since robb’d of all my soul held dear” - }

Red, circular Bishop mark AU 22
Similar-sized, red, circular Bishop mark POST PAID
(Top left of address panel – in ink) `Paid’
Mr Robt. Burns,
Dumfries.
(20. Aug. 1793)

This fourth page also has apparently random ink doodles that could have 
been made by a child, together with a smudged, red ink (musical symbol) 
treble clef, followed by illegible letters [on??].
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Following Burns’s death, George Thomson requested and received his own 
letters to Burns back through their mutual friend Alexander Cunningham, who 
wrote to John Syme on 30 October 1796 informing him that Thomson had 
offered to arrange all of his correspondence with Burns for publication.  On 
3 May 1797, Syme informed Cunningham that Dr James Currie, now editor-
in-chief of the posthumous edition of Burns’s works, wanted both sides of the 
Thomson-Burns correspondence, especially the songs corrected by Burns.  In 
doing so, Syme also reminded Cunningham that he had returned Thomson’s 
letters to him `under the faith of his allowing them to go, in so far as he 
thought proper, to the publication’ (BC 1939).  Thomson then copied, amended 
or re-wrote a selection of his own letters to Burns, and sent them, together 
with Burns’s original letters for publication.  Currie, Syme, William Roscoe and 
Gilbert Burns (the poet’s brother) examined these in Liverpool in late August 
1797 and they were all highly impressed with both the contents and Thomson’s 
generosity in the affair.  Currie included much of the correspondence in his 
four volume Works in 1800, saying that `the whole of this correspondence was 
arranged for the press by Mr Thomson, and has been printed with little addition 
or variation.’11 However, Robert Chambers noted misprinting or transplanting 
of Thomson’s remarks and that `Many such liberties appear to have been taken 
by the original editor of this correspondence’ (1854, Vol IV, 39).  In collating 
the original MSS of Burns letters to Thomson (then in the Dalhousie collection, 
Brechin Castle) with Currie’s text, Scott Douglas also recognised that various 
passages had been omitted or moved between letters.12  Therefore, he restored 
the missing passages and in 1879 (Works, Vol VI) printed Burns’s letters as they 
appeared in the MSS for the first time.  However, in doing so, he noted that 

11 In 1929, following detailed examination of Burns’s letters to Thomson, J. DeLancey Ferguson 
conclusively showed that Thomson had not only ignored advice and instructions from Burns 
regarding his own songs, but that he had also amended the bard’s letters to show himself in a better 
light before sending them to Dr Currie for publication.  In all, some 300 words of Burns’s prose had 
been cancelled in the letters that remain, and Thomson even amended some of Burns’s songs, by 
replacing Burns’s words with his own (eg `Tasting’ for `Viewing’ in `Phillis the fair’).  

 Since all but one of Thomson’s original letters to Burns have disappeared, we have no way of 
knowing how much of the text of these letters printed by Currie and reprinted by subsequent 
editors is genuinely what Thomson wrote and what Burns read.  We have only the text that Thomson 
sent to Currie.  Therefore, as Scott Douglas pointed out, we cannot now be sure of exactly what 
Burns was replying to, and this is clearly illustrated in the only complete Thomson letter we do have, 
now transcribed here.

12 Dr James Currie chopped and changed Burns’s letters, transplanting parts of some letters onto 
others, and omitting repetitive passages.  Scott Douglas restored these omissions and transplanted 
passages so far as he could with the original MSS at his disposal.
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Thomson’s letters to Burns formed no part of the Dalhousie13 collection and he 
postulated that `perhaps not even Doctor Currie was allowed to see them . . .’  
In a fairly telling comment on this matter he concluded:

`In these circumstances, however convenient it may be to peruse the letters 
of Mr Thomson along with and in relation to those by Burns, we can never be 
certain that we read the very words and the identical letters to which Burns 
replied, or which called forth his observations.’

In this, of course, he wasn’t including the sole surviving Thomson letter, 
then in the possession of his publisher and now transcribed above.  Ironically, 
as we have seen, in printing this letter (Works Vol VI, 265) Scott Douglas himself 
omitted significant passages of Thomson’s original totalling 244 words!  
Therefore, not only is Thomson’s MS letter contained in the Carskiey Works the 
only known original letter to Burns by the publisher of Select Scotish Airs - lost 
to Burns scholarship since 1879 - but the present transcription is the first time 
we can be certain that what is now printed is what was originally written by 
Thomson and read by Burns.

In relation to the songs, the omission by Scott Douglas of `and likewise the 
most admired ones of the lively & humorous kind’, if intentional, is perhaps 
surprising.  Whilst DeLancey Ferguson (1934) showed that Thomson had taken 
steps to dissociate himself from the bawdy ballad `Oonagh’s Waterfall’, Scott 
Douglas had no reason to protect Thomson’s (false) reputation in this regard, 
and he himself admitted that `Burns was induced to collect and imitate those 
indecorous songs and ballads’ (Works Vol VI, 98).  Moreover, many of Burns’s 
songs were lively and humorous, without being in any way `highly-spiced’ 
(Works Vol II, 47).

Most intriguing is Scott Douglas’s omission of the longer passage revealing 
Peter Pindar’s difficulty in crafting English verses for the more irregular 
measures, the latter’s strong desire to bend the music to the words, and 
Thomson’s near desperate plea to Burns to fill the gap if necessary.  Hitherto, 
Burns’s reply has always been read as his response to Thomson’s much shorter 
request beginning `I stand pledged to furnish English verses. . . .’ etc, whereas 
the previously omitted passage now allows us to appreciate the full context 
and magnanimous gravity of this:

`You may readily trust, my dear Sir, that any exertion in my power, is heartily 
at your service.- But, one thing I must hint to you, the very name of Peter Pindar 
is of great Service to your Publication; so, get a verse from him now & then, 

13 At the sale of Thomson’s effects, which took place after his death aged 92 (February 1851), the late 
Lord Dalhousie was the purchaser (on 17th Nov. 1852) of 62 lots of Burns’s MSS, including all but one 
of the known letters of Burns to Thomson.  These letters are now in the Pierpont Morgan Library in 
New York, whilst the other one is held by the British Museum in London.
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though I have no objection, as well as I can, to bear the burden of the business.’ 
(CL 636)

Although Thomson’s letter, as abridged and printed by Scott Douglas and 
succeeding editors, made no mention of Peter Pindar, since the English poet 
had already been mentioned in the correspondence earlier that year (1793), 
Burns’s reference to him didn’t seem too out of place.  However, with the 
complete Thomson letter and its reference to Pindar, we are now able to see 
precisely what Burns read and what therefore `called forth his observations’; 
would this were possible with the rest of Thomson’s letters to the poet!

At any rate, Burns must have smiled when he read of Pindar’s wish to bend 
the music to the words, when his own, and to his credit Thomson’s, principal 
concern was preservation of the melodies themselves and the subordination 
of the words to them when necessary; albeit with the best `song craft’ they 
could muster.  At the same time, he would immediately empathise with his 
fellow poet’s trouble in composing songs to such difficult melodies, but he 
was clearly up for the challenge, and indeed the opportunity of his own songs 
being viewed alongside John Wolcot’s (Pindar’s) down through time14.  

The final omission by Scott Douglas in his printed version of the Thomson 
letter relates to copies of the latter’s Songs and Sonatas, which had been 
issued recently, and for which several of Burns’s friends had subscribed, either 
independently or through the poet.  In February 1796, Burns wrote to Thomson 
to enquire over payment by his Dumfriesshire subscribers for the Songs and 
Sonatas.  Evidently, neither of the Riddells had yet paid for their copies and 
Burns, fearing perhaps that Thomson felt that these were (free) presentation 
copies from the poet, reassured him that this was a kindness that they did 
not deserve at his hands, but that Thomson should treat them as `bona fide 
subscribers’ and call on Glenriddell’s widow and her brother-in-law, Walter 
Riddell, both of whom were in Edinburgh, for payment. (CL 676)

7. Andrew H. Aiken Letter to Robert Burns, 2 December 1793
This manuscript letter comprises two leaves quarto (in ink unless otherwise 
noted) with three sides of verse epistle and the fourth carrying the address.  It 
is contained in Vol I of the Carskiey Works, and I believe is printed here for the 
first time.

14  This, despite Burns’s earlier claim that he had no wish to `enter the lists with Peter’: `The very name 
of Peter Pindar is an acquisition to your work.- His “Gregory” is beautiful.- I have tried to give you a 
set of Stanzas in Scots on the same subject, which are at your service.- Not that I intend to enter the 
lists with Peter: that would be presumption indeed.  My Song, though much inferior in poetic merit, 
has I think more of the ballad simplicity in it.’ (CL 623)
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`For auld lang syne my honest Rob
A friendly scrawl I’ll send ye;
My love to Scotia - Hob on Nob[?]
When next I there attend ye
Altho’ by the decrees of Fate,
We’re doomed to live asunder
Let those who like it - live in state
To them I’ll ne’er knock under
While I in Burns a friend can boast
A friend – that first of treasures,
I’ll calmly take my Boil or Roast
Nor grudge the great their pleasures.
Tho’ oft you come across my mind,
You would no [sic] seen this letter,
But Will’s return to Nancy kind
Made me wish to ken you better.
May your Dr. Lass, my worthy lad
On Coila’s banks receive you
With cheery smiles - your heart to glad
Fair proof she’ll ne’er deceive you.
From England when I next take wing,
Where long I’ve been a lodger
When peace at last shall Respite bring
To many a gallant sodger -
Your valiant Will, with Nancy Fair,
Her woman’s fears Removed -
Their prattling Babes, a beauteous pair
A pledge how true they loved.
Perhaps may give your youthfu’ friend,
A taste for Matrimonials,
In fact I’ve long been of this mind,
They are the best of cordials -
Now My Dr. Burns take this poor Rhyme,
With nothing to commend it,
But that my words & wishes chyme,
For him to whom I send it -
That every joy may still be his
While Time’s dull wheel goes round o
And Jean - may share in every Bliss
Which doth - for Rob abound o.
Pray prove your Friendship by an early letter,
To him who’d fain have written you a better,
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But as the will oft for the deed is taken,
You’ll do the same  - to Your A. Hunter Aiken

Liverpool 2 Decr. 1793’
The MS is docketed in pencil with `X’ at the line beginning `But Will’s return.....’
This refers to a footnote in pencil in a different hand to the rest of the MS:
`X   The reference here is to the Ballad – “The Sodger’s Return” they recently 
pri[nted] in the newspaper[s?].

(Fourth side - address)
No.7 (faint pencil)  Andw Aiken (ink)
Mr Robert Burns
Dumfries
N.B.  [North Britain]

LIVERPOOL [forming an incomplete circular postage stamp above and to the 
right of address]
Above the seal scar (in ink) is `A. Aiken’

Andrew Hunter Aiken was the eldest son of Burns’s close friend and patron 
Robert Aiken, lawyer in Ayr.  Andrew was the subject of Burns’s `Epistle to 
a Young Friend’, published in the poet’s Kilmarnock Edition in 1786.  He was 
a merchant in Liverpool in 1793 when this epistle was written, and he later 
became British Consul in Riga, where he died in 1831 (Lindsay, 1987).  

The epistle appears to have been occasioned by Andrew Aiken coming 
across Burns’s song `The Soldier’s Return’ and thereupon being affected by the 
pathos of soldier `Will’s’ reunion with `Nancy’.  His line `Where long I’ve been 
a lodger’ is also in direct imitation of `Where lang I’d been a lodger’ in Burns’s 
song.  The connection with `The Soldier’s Return’ has been docketed in pencil 
in the MS by an unknown hand, which refers to the piece having been printed 
in a newspaper shortly before the letter was written.  

Prior to this letter, the last evidence we have of Burns’s contact with Andrew 
Aiken is of their meeting in Edinburgh in December 1786 (CL 99), and Burns 
informing John Ballantine, in early 1788, that his friend Robert Ainslie (Snr) 
could secure young Andrew Aiken some helpful introductions in Liverpool (CL 
103).  

Concluding remarks on the history of the MSS
In relation to two of the above manuscripts, the early draft of `Address to 

the Woodlark’ and George Thomson’s letter to Burns, Scott Douglas stated that 
these were in the possession of his publisher, William Paterson of Edinburgh.  
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In relation to the Thomson letter, he also revealed that this MS was one of `a 
parcel of MSS connected with the poet’s matters, which at one time were in 
the hands of Dr Maxwell, Dumfries.’  As we have seen from `Clarinda’s’ letter 
to Maxwell of 31 October 1796, in addition to this letter to him, Maxwell also 
had at least some of `Clarinda’s’ letters to Burns at that time. It is possible 
that her letter to Burns of 2 August 1791, with her own lines on `Sensibility’, 
remained in Maxwell’s possession after the rest of her letters were returned 
to her.  Therefore, we know that at least two of the above MSS, and possibly 
three, were in the possession of Dr Maxwell, who, with John Syme and John 
McMurdo, was in charge of Burns’s papers immediately after the poet’s death.  
Perhaps all seven MSS formed the `parcel’ referred to by Scott Douglas.

It is possible that William Paterson had the MSS tipped into this extra special 
Carskiey Works, but I have so far been unable to determine how or when they 
came to be owned by James Boyd of Carskiey House, but who clearly was well 
connected with other Scottish publishers, book and art dealers.  Boyd’s sister 
was married to a senior partner in Blacks, publishers in Glasgow, for example.  
The inclusion of a cutting from the Pall Mall Gazette of 16 May 1889 in Vol III 
confirms that the Carskiey Works was having material tipped some time after 
this date15.

Scott Douglas’s apparent re-writing of `Clarinda’s’ verse on `Sensibility’ 
in her letter to Burns of 2 August 1791 (MS 4) is inexplicable to say the least.  
However, he himself explained his abridgement of this verse as being due to 
`want of space’, and this is probably also the reason for him omitting passages 
in Thomson’s letter to Burns (MS 6), which he probably judged as trivial and 
resulted in no loss of substance or meaning in the contents.  He expanded on 
this in his `Advertisement’ at the beginning of Works Vol VI:

`The result however is, that the prose writings of the Bard considerably 
exceed his poetry in bulk, which fact has involved the necessity, on the editor’s 
part, of using the utmost brevity in his own annotations.  This unlooked-
for limitation of space must also be accepted as a fair excuse for the non 
appearance of the promised Essay by Professor Nichol of Glasgow, on the 
Poet’s “Life, Character, and Literary Influence”.’

Whilst Scott Douglas laid great store in the fact that he and his publisher had 
made earnest efforts to secure original Burns MSS, and that he had presented 
Burns’s material unabridged, restoring passages omitted by previous editors, 

15  Vol III contains a cutting from the Pall Mall Gazette (16 May 1889) ̀ Burns and Holmes’ (Oliver Wendell 
Holmes), being a letter to the editor from Herman Merivale of Kingston on Thames (13 May 1889) 
and containing stanzas he said were composed by Holmes as a centenary birthday ode on Burns, 
which he had memorised but had not seen in print.  These were indeed part of Holmes’s ode given 
on the occasion of Boston Burns Club’s centenary dinner on 25 January 1859. (see Boston Burns 
Club, 1859 for full text).
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this clearly did not necessarily apply to his inclusion of letters to the poet.  We 
have seen that he omitted passages by both Clarinda and Thomson, and it is 
possible that he similarly omitted material by other correspondents.

This paper gives but brief commentary on the individual MSS, but I am 
conscious that the material will be of great interest to current research by 
other labourers in the field, and indeed offers considerable scope for much 
further investigation in the future.  However, it is in the dual interests of both 
assisting current research and stimulating new work, that I have brought this 
paper forward in this form.  Scott Douglas referred to his and his publisher’s 
appeals for material having cast up a great many manuscripts, and specifically 
that: 

`We cannot conclude without expressing our belief that, notwithstanding 
the exertions made to render this collection of the poet’s letters complete, 
some of these are still hoarded in the cabinets of possessors.’ (Advertisement 
to the Reader, Works VI, vi.)  

Subsequently, this conclusion has been confirmed on many occasions 
right down to the recent discovery of the Carskiey Works MSS themselves, and 
there can be little doubt but that yet more `unknown’ holograph Burns and 
related MSS yet remain to be found.  Only time will reveal how many and of 
what consequence to the story of the life and works of the poet.

Postscript notes on verification of the Carskiey Works MSS
The three Burns MSS are in his distinctive hand and show none of the 

anomalies that characterise `Antique Smith’s’ and other forgeries.   Internal 
evidence in all three, including characteristic variant words and detailed 
knowledge of tunes etc confirm the bard’s hand, while the paper and 
watermarks are also contemporary with the poet.

The two letters by Clarinda are written in her distinctive hand, which 
was compared with examples in Edinburgh University Library (`Lines 
addressed to a friend’; E.U.L. MS.,La. II. 210), National Library of Scotland (`To 
Sympathy’; Folio 1112 H) and her letters to Miss Lyle, 21 February 1839 and 
an unknown correspondent 18 October 1834 (possibly Allan Cunningham) 
(Westwood, 2004: Vol VII,4292; & Vol VIII, 4606).  In addition, both letters carried 
contemporary Edinburgh Bishop marks and an abridged transcript of the 
letter to Burns was printed by Scott Douglas.  Internal evidence in the letter 
to Dr Maxwell also confirms its authenticity, for example Clarinda’s reference 
to her correspondence with Maria Riddell, together with her poignant request 
for details of Burns’s `final scene’, which she had also made to the latter.  These 
corroborative circumstantial details were not published until 1920 (Burns 
Chronicle).

The Thomson letter to Burns was compared with various examples of his 
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handwriting in Westwood (2004, Vols VII & VIII), which confirmed Thomson 
as the writer.  The letter carried contemporary Edinburgh Bishop marks, and 
internal evidence regarding songs and friends of Burns clearly confirmed its 
authenticity.  In addition, the letter was referred to and printed in part by Scott 
Douglas, whilst passages in the MS letter, omitted in the printed version, were 
referred to in Burns’s reply.
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The Six Volumes of the Extra Illustrated Edition

Illustrations courtesy of Chris Rollie and the current owner.
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Who published the first Ukrainian
Translation of Robert Burns?

Hanna Dyka

An attempt to solve  the mystery of the “ sin ” of translation of Robert  
Burns’s work into Ukrainian which was committed  we don’t know when  and 
was published  143 years ago   in Austro-Hungary .           

25 January is a special day for all admirers of Robert Burns’s works. On 
this day we mark the birthday of the National bard of Scotland, whose songs 
and verses show the soul of the Scottish people, and at the same time is the 
confession of the Poet with an ardent heart, that was taken by beauty and 
all the troubles of the world. Presumably, exactly here this unindifference is 
passed to the reader or listener and creates the magic synergetics with the 
works of this great Scottish poet. 

Unlike this happy Burns Night celebration the date of Robert Burns’s 
death is less popular in the world but nonetheless important as it marks the 
borderline between his life path and immortality. Over 220 years have passed 
since his death on 21 July 1796. The heritage he left has been investigated 
by scholars and admirers, translated into different languages, interpreted by 
everybody who reads his verses and songs or listens to them.

Each of us has our own image of Robert Burns, which may differ from the 
ones other people have – created by our beloved works by him, by the facts 
and sometimes myths concerning his life. The same is true about the reception 
of him in different cultures and nations. The perception of an author and his 
heritage in his native literature is not identical (and very often far from being 
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one) to his perception in a foreign environment, where his works begin to live a 
new life of their own, enriching the literature and the language of that people 
into which they were translated.

 
143 years have passed since the publication of the first Ukrainian translation 

of Robert Burns’s poetry. Symbolically, the ballad  “John Barleycorn “ became 
the first work of the great Scottish poet  that sounded  in Ukrainian, asserting  
immortality of folk spirit. The translation by Vasyl Kulyk  under the name “ Иван  
Ячмінь” ( Ivan the Barley ) was published in 1874 in the town of  Lviv, then in 
the Austro-Hungarian Empire, on the pages of the magazine  “ Pravda “ ( “The 
Truth”).  The Ukrainian language was passing through a very difficult time – 
the publication of books, the translation into it, the use at school and church 
etc. were prohibited in the Russian Empire which the major part of Ukraine 
belonged to.

At the same time a new social stratum of intellectuals arose in Ukraine. Their 
great – and grandfathers were well educated and usually occupied positions 
either in the Cossack administration or in the army. Cossacks were a well-
respected political entity with a parliamentary system of government. During 
the course of the 16th, 17th and well into the 18th century, the Zaporozhian 
Cossacks became a strong political and military force that challenged the 
authority of the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, the Tsardom of Russia, and 
the Crimean Khanate.

A new generation of intellectuals, brought up on the family legends about 
the glorious past of their grandfathers, on the ideals of selfless service to the 
Motherland, grieved the degradation of society, the introduction of serfdom, 
the loss by Kyiv of the role of the European educational center. Being aware of 
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the obligations before common people they acted against administrative and 
constabulary pressure, consciously imperiling their own prosperity. Many of 
them contributed to the development of both Russian and Ukrainian culture.  

Surprisingly it is bound with the translations of Robert Burns’s works. Petr 
Drahomanov, one of the first translators of the Scottish bard into Russian, and 
Vasyl Kulyk, the first translator of Robert Burns into Ukrainian, descended from 
the same milieu of hereditary Cossack elders which later became petty nobility 
in the Russian state. Vasyl Kulyk was born in 1830 near the town of Poltava in 
the central part of Ukraine. After completion of the first Poltava gymnasium 
(the school which provided him with classical education) Vasyl Kulyk studied at 
the medical department of Kharkiv university, where the teaching of literature 
was at a very high level, but after his father\s death he was not able to continue 
his studies at the university being short of money and passed an exam for a 
pharmacist diploma.

From 1855, the beginning of Tsar Alexander ІІ rule, the period of reforms 
began in Russia. An important event for Ukraine was the amnesty for the    
members of the Brotherhood of Saints Cyril and Methodius a secret political 
society that existed in  Kyiv (http://www.encyclopediaofukraine.com/display.
asp?linkpath=pages%5CC%5CY%5CCyrilandMethodiusBrotherhood.htm). 
Books are published in Ukrainian, the first monthly magazine in Ukrainian on 
literature and art, social, political, themes appears in St.Petersburg, Russia. The 
upper classes of the society came to the understanding of the necessity to 
liquidate serfdom; the ideas of western philosophy penetrated into the country 
and spread all over, the reforms which were initiated led to the appearance 
of communities (brotherhoods) of people who cared about the wellbeing of 
common people. 

In Poltava, a town in the central part of Ukraine, such a brotherhood arose 
somewhere in summer of 1861, when weekly gatherings became permanent; 
it had neither a charter nor a certain programme. Socially active people of 
different political views did their best to help common people to get education 
in free Sunday schools, organized libraries, wrote books etc. Vasyl Kulyk and 
Oleksandr Konysky (the latter worked as a lawyer) joined this organization 
and were active in running Sunday schools and in writing articles. To provide 
their students with textbooks members of Poltava brotherhood had to write 
them due to the lack of Ukrainian textbooks. Oleksandr Konysky founded a 
free public library in his own house, the books for which he bought with his 
own money. Shortage of fiction in the native language, desire to make works 
of world literature clear and necessary for the Ukrainian reader, understanding 
of the importance of the Ukrainian language functioning in all layers of the 
society (at least in the speech of literary heroes) induced the Ukrainian literati 
to take up translating of artistic works into the Ukrainian language, enriching 
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it at the same time.
Vasyl Кulyk’s sensitive poetic soul   could not but respond to the changes in 

the moods and behaviour of people. Intermingling with former serfs, he saw 
with his own eyes the energy these former slaves were full of. Unfortunately 
we cannot know for sure  when and under  what circumstances Vasyl 
Kulyk  translated the ballad  by Robert Burns  , but it appears credible, that 
this translation appeared before the  beginning  of political  reaction and 
pursuits  of  brotherhoods active participants . As we know soon the hopes 
for the possibility of legal activity aimed at giving education to broad layers of 
population in Ukraine were crushed. At first the authorities transferred active 
participants of brotherhoods to new places of work, but later some of them 
were arrested, imprisoned or exiled, e.g. Oleksandr Konysky was exiled to 
the town of Vologda in the North-West of Russia in 1863 and then to Totma, 
a small town 215 km further north where he stayed until 1864 when he 
received permission to leave for Germany for treatment. Thanks to this trip he 
became acquainted with prominent Ukrainian cultural and public figures in 
St.Petersburg and Lviv.

Unlike his friends, Vasyl Kulyk was not arrested, but his tender poetic 
heart suffered from the crash of hopes for democratic development, from the 
destruction of Poltava brotherhood.  The death of his wife, troubles with little 
children, his second unhappy marriage and his illness practically ruined him 
by 1870 when he died. But then,  how  could his translation  of Robert Burns’s 
ballad  get to  Halychyna , then in Austro-Hungary and  be published in the  
magazine  “Pravda “ in 1874 ?

The clue to the solution of this riddle  can be the  biographic essay about 
Vasyl Kulyk published in the same issue of the magazine mentioned .It is 
written  by a close friend of him who, however, was  deprived of the possibility 
to communicate with the poet  personally for a long  time . The essay is signed 
by a certain V.Torchyn . As no active person from Poltava  brotherhood  having 
this name is known to us , we have reasons to suppose that ‘ V.Torchyn’  is a 
pseudonym  which the   author  living in  Ukraine ( then in Russia) was forced to 
use  in order not to attract the attention of  Russian secret police. We suppose 
that the pseudonym ‘V.Torchyn’ belongs to Oleksandr Konysky, who often 
hid his real name in such a way while publishing his articles.  According to 
Ivan Franko, Mykhailo Hrushevsky, Serhiy Efremov Oleksandr Konysky was 
the person who established permanent ties between Eastern and Western 
parts of Ukraine which then belonged to different states. As Mykhailo Gnip 
stated Oleksandr Konysky was the first Ukrainian from Eastern Ukraine to 
use the advantages of free press in Austro-Hungary to publish both fiction 
and social, political, etc. articles in Ukrainian there. Being supervised by the 
police he continued his social and political activity alongside his profession 
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as a lawyer, as well as literary activity. Since 1872 he was permitted to live in 
Kyiv, which gave him more opportunities for his public activity. He became 
one of the founders of The Literary Society  ( which from  1892 was named 
after Shevchenko ) created in Lviv  in 1873,  This was ten years after the 
adoption of the Valuev regulation,  the circular  in Russia banning censors to 
give permissions for publishing  religious and  educational literature in the 
Ukrainian language.: Oleksandr Konysky financially supported  the magazine 
“ Pravda” ( “The Truth “), founded in 1867 in Lviv, actually the only  periodical 
in Ukrainian at that time of the prohibition of  the Ukrainian language. He 
also became its active author publishing his own articles and assisting the 
publication for other Ukrainian literati. It would have been a natural desire for 
him to acquaint the wide circle of readers with the poetic heritage of Vasyl 
Kulyk, his countryman and friend who shared his political views. The author 
of the biographic essay “Vasyl Stepanovich Kulyk” writes about him in a very 
friendly way and at the same time with great esteem referring to him as one 
of poetae minors but original and sincere. However, sometimes a few works 
is enough for a person to remain in the history of literature or music, and we 
should remember that the poem by Vasyl Kulyk “Chy ty mene virno ljubysh? 
(“Do you truly love in earnest?”)  Became a folk song. Oleksandr Konysky  has 
remained in the  Ukrainian culture forever not only as a poet, writer, translator,  
public figure but as the author of the “ Prayer for Ukraine” set to music by 
Mykola Lysenko ,a great  Ukrainian composer, .which is known as the Spiritual 
Anthem of Ukraine.

Later we again meet the pseudonym of V.Turchyn as the compiler of Vasyl 
Kulyk‘s works published in 1894 in Lviv under the title “Writings by Vasyl Kulyk “.

Thus, it is quite logical that it was Oleksandr Konysky who could publish 
both the translation of Robert Burns’s ballad   “John Barleycorn “by Vasyl Kulyk 
and write the biographic essay about him. This was not simply the homage to 
him, but also the pride for his friend who had created the epic character of Ivan 
Barleycorn, a true folk hero, in the Ukrainian language, the character close to 
the mentality of common people, which was able to arise interest in foreign 
literature, in particular – in the works by the Scottish bard. . It is also probable  
that  both  Vasyl Kulyk  and  Oleksandr Konysky  knew the  opinion of Taras 
Shevchenko , the Ukrainian bard,  about Robert Burns  as a great folk poet , and 
his high evaluation of  Vasiliy Kurochkin’s translations from him into Russian. In 
conclusion we can assert that the appearance of the first Ukrainian translation 
of Robert Burns’s poetry was not by chance. The best representatives of the 
Ukrainian culture understood the value of the poetic talent of Robert Burns 
and regarded as their duty and debt to share the charm of his poetry, his 
characters, ideas and expectations with the people deprived of the possibility 
to enjoy his poetry in the original. Enriching of the native culture,  encouraging  
people -  that is what inspired  both  Vasyl Kulyk  and  Oleksandr Konysky.
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“Epistle to J. Lapraik an Old Scotch Bard” 
Masters Championship

Some ten years ago a number of Ayrshire Burns stalwarts gathered in 
Muirkirk for the unveiling of a new Burns bust and the conversations that 
followed produced a germ of an idea that was to become the annual Lapraik 
Festival, central to which was the World John Lapraik Speaking Competition 
attracting some of the best talent on the Burns recitation circuit to recite ‘1st 
Epistle to J. Lapraik – an Old Scottish Bard’ 

To mark the tenth anniversary of this very successful festival the organisers 
elected to hold a Masters competition, inviting previous winners to return and 
compete against each other for the title and a very impressive commemorative 
Ayrshire Association of Burns Clubs’ trophy.

Eight of the nine previous winners, Wull Horne, Alister Sim, Jimmy Law, 
Bobby Jess, Ian Buick, Neil Macgillivray, Graham Wight and Susan Chown were 
joined by that morning’s champion George Park, Cammy Goodall having sent 
his sincere regrets and apologies as he was out of the country for this unique 
competition. 

Against a backdrop of Burns-related artefacts with the centrepiece of 
John Lapraik’s chair (courtesy of East Ayrshire Council’s museum service), the 
audience was hushed while competitors chose numbered cards to indicate the 
running order, With Angus Middleton as MC for the event, the judging panel 
of Professor Gerrard Carruthers, Mrs Karen Kane and Bill Dawson had the most 
onerous difficulty of selecting a winner amongst this talented field  . 

Great tension filled the hall while each competitor steadied their nerve 
to utter their first line ‘While briers an’ woodbines budding green’ thereafter 
continuing to deliver their own rendition of this well-loved poem presenting 
the judges with a significant challenge.

After this stiff competition, Susan Chown of Alloa was judged victorious 
and was presented with the Ayrshire Association of Burns Clubs Trophy by 
Robert Burns World Federation President, Bobby Kane. Runners-up were Wull 
Horne from Girvan (formerly Cockenzie) and Neil Macgillivray of Glasgow.
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Victorious Champion, Susan Chown of Alloa is presented with the Ayrshire Association of 
Burns Clubs Trophy by Robert Burns World Federation President Bobby Kane as Master of the 
“Epistle to J Lapraik,an Old Scotch Bard” speakers competition 
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Restoration of the Headstone for Rev Hamilton Paul
The grave of Rev. Hamilton Paul, a champion of Burns attitude to religion 

and his religious satires and a most prominent figure in Burns celebrations 
in the years following the Bard’s death, is in Broughton Kirkyard. Its poor 
condition was reported to the Federation Executive some years ago by Walter 
Watson who has since campaigned tirelessly for something to be done for 
its restoration.  Through a substantial donation from a source who wishes to 
remain anonymous, the headstone has been extensively overhauled, including 
its rebuilding on more secure footings.

 
The restored Headstone, on solid footings,

(Photo, Walter Watson)
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Taking Home a Piece of the Poet
Mauchline Ware as a Burns Relic

Thomas Keith
Of all the realia and material culture—relics, artifacts, mementos, 

statuary, monuments, ephemera, memorabilia, collectibles, ceramics, medals, 
photographs, souvenirs, tokens, trophies, keepsakes, gadgets, curios, trifles, 
trinkets, bric-a-brac, knick-knacks, and gee-gaws—manifested as part of the 
enormous nineteenth-century demand for Burnsiana, Mauchline Ware not 
only engendered an industry that became identified with an entire region, it 
contributed to the growth of Burns-centered tourism in Scotland and it helped 
to satisfy the expansive desire for, and preoccupation with, Robert Burns relics. 

The wide range of items now known as Mauchline Ware were originally 
sold as “Scottish White Wood Products” or “Scottish Fancy Goods,” and featured 
any one of a dozen different finishes, most commonly: ink transfers, tartan 
patterns, fern silhouettes, photographs, and chromolithographic decoupage. 
These items were all made of wood, primarily the plane tree found in Southwest 
Scotland, also known as sycamore, and manufactured in three box works 
factories in Mauchline and one in Lanark, from approximately 1830 to 1930. It 
is only recently, within the last fifty years, that the term “Mauchline Ware” has 
come to serve as identification for all these wood ware products.1  

The seeds of the Mauchline Ware industry were planted when an 
enterprising Scotsman named James Sandy of Alyth invented a device for 
cutting the knuckles and grooves of a wooden hinge so closely that lids for 
snuff boxes fitted more tightly and kept the snuff fresher than any boxes had 
previously. The secret of his “hidden hinge,” as it was known, got out and spread 
to the snuffbox manufacturers across Scotland, one of which was started 1810 
by the Smith family of Mauchline.2  

These early snuffs were decorated with pen and ink drawings or paintings 
by local apprentice painters, and often featured scenes and quotations from 
Burns’s life and works. As the taking of snuff began rapidly declining in the 
1820s, the most resourceful box makers expanded their product lines. In 1823, 
the Smiths changed their company name to “W. & A. Smith, Manufacturers of 
Scotch Snuff Boxes and Fancy Woodware.” The initial fancy items included tea 
caddies and a razor hone that, by 1830, they would decorate with a transfer 
image of the James Thom statues of Tam o’ Shanter and Souter Johnny, and 
call “The Inimitable Strop.” 

1 Edward & Eva Pinto, Tunbridge and Scottish Souvenir Woodware (London: G. Bell & Sons, 1970): 74-
85

2 “The Alyth Mechanist” by Graeme D. R. Cruickshank, The Scots Magazine, Vol. 103, No. 4 (Dundee: 
July 1975): 410-416
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It was the invention of the Transfer Ware process that kept the Smith 
family in business. To create a transfer on a wooden souvenir, a steel plate 
was engraved with a small view or portrait of some kind. The plate was inked 
and pressed against a “special Japanese paper” —no other name or specific 
information about this mysterious paper has yet surfaced—which was then 
in turn pressed against a wooden object to which at least two coats of varnish 
had already been applied. Once the ink dried, the paper could be moistened 
and sponged away so all that was left was an ink illustration on a piece of 
wood. The item was then treated with anywhere from fifteen to twenty thin 
coats of varnish.  

This technique opened up enormous possibilities for all the box makers 
and eventually kept thousands of people employed in Ayrshire and Lanarkshire 
for the better part of seventy years. The product range mushroomed as well 
and included small objects that could be found in any middle-class Victorian 
home: from sewing and smoking items, to boxes of every size and shape, glove 
stretchers, rulers, picture frames, toys, napkin rings, and book covers.

In Rambles Through the Land of Burns, Archibald Adamson described his 
impressions of the box-making business in 1874: 

“It is curious how this industry…has…made Mauchline 
known throughout Great Britain, America, and the Continent 
of Europe...It is now fully sixty years since this species of 
manufacture was introduced, but during that period it has 
undergone many changes, and snuff-boxes are now the least 
of its products—beautifully fashioned articles of ornament 
and use being turned out in great variety. The trade is so 
far developed by the application of steam and mechanical 
science that an article can now be purchased for a couple of 
shillings which at one time would have cost as many pounds. 
There are at present three factories in the place, and close on 
400 people find constant employment in them.”3 

It was advantageous that the main factories for Scottish souvenir wood 
ware sprang up in Mauchline, as this small town and the nearby farm at 
Mossgiel, were a haven for Burns relics and connections. The area arguably 
contains more associations with the poet, his life, and works, than any other 
location in Scotland. 

The most common transfer views were scenes from Ayrshire and 
Dumfrieshire related to Burns—the towns in which he lived, his homes, 
farms, and burial place, the monuments to his fame, and locations related to 

3 Archibald R. Adamson, Rambles Through the Land of Burns (Kilmarnock: Dunlop & Drennan, 1874): 
169-170
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companions such as Gavin Hamilton, Jean Armour, and the enigmatic Highland 
Mary. There were at least forty different views of the Burns Country, with 
variants of each view, leading to dozens of possible views that can be found 
related to Burns—there are, for example, at least sixteen different renderings 
of the Burns Cottage alone.

Many items bore an additional, special transfer indicating where the wood 
used to create the piece originated. The “Made of Wood. . . ” designations 
began with trees harvested locally in Ayrshire. The most typical identification 
reads, “Made of Wood Grown on the Banks of the Doon,” or one of a dozen 
variations on that phrase. There is little reason to doubt that the factories 
would gather timber from just a few kilometers away, or even further west to 
create souvenirs they could label, “Made of Wood Which Grew Near Alloway 
Kirk on the Banks of the Doon.” 

 The emergence of the Mauchline Ware industry coincided with the Reform 
Act of 1832, which addressed myriad issues in British governance including 
voting and election laws, property rights, suffrage, and political corruption. 
One effect of the Reform Act was the growth of the middle or leisure class; by 
offering voting rights to owners of land valued at as little as ten pounds or more, 
members of the merchant and professional classes—shopkeepers, traders, 
dealers, and accountants—joined the upper class industrialists and financiers 
at least as far as having a stake in the nation’s political and economic life was 
concerned. With increased income during the Industrial Age combined with 
the new and expanding British railway system, more citizens of the nascent 
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middle-class could travel. Because people could travel further distances by train 
and could afford to close their shops or take time away from work, the practice 
of the Victorian holiday was set in motion. First the Caledonian Railway, then 
the Glasgow, Paisley, Kilmarnock, and Ayr Railway, then later the Glasgow and 
Southwestern Railway, all connected to other regional services and brought 
new travelers around or into Scotland. For those who ventured into Ayrshire, 
Robert Burns was the chief tourist attraction; souvenirs of all the favorite sites 
could be purchased in the form of Mauchline Ware. During this same period, 
tourists could also find pottery bearing images of Burns and Jean Armour and 
various scenes from “Tam o’ Shanter,” most of it produced by Ridgeway and 
Wedgwood. But, until the mass production of photographs in the 1860s, in 
the form of stereoviews and carte-de-visits, Mauchline Ware manufacturers 
offered the most plentiful and wide range of Robert Burns souvenirs.4 

 By the centennial of the poet’s birth in 1859, the Burns Country not only 
rivaled Edinburgh, The Trossachs, and The Highlands for travel destinations 

4 James Mackay, Burnsiana (Ayr: Alloway Publishing, 1988).
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within Scotland, but had become a manufacturing hub that engaged four 
factories, distributors in Birmingham, London, and Paris, and a small army 
of independent salesmen who sold Scottish White Woodware products 
displaying well over 8000 different views representing over a thousand 
locations around Great Britain, Ireland, France, and the United States. There 
is no undisputed formula for establishing the number of Mauchline Ware 
items manufactured, but based on trade listings, factory records, employee 
records, salesman’s ledgers, parish statistical accounts, and other factors, a 
conservative, if unproven, estimate is that at least seven million individual 
items were produced in a one hundred year period from 1830 to 1930.5 

In 1800, four years after Burns’s death, James Currie’s biography was in print; 
in 1801, the first dinner in the poet’s honor was organized at Alloway; by 1802, 
a Burns Club had been formed in Greenock; in 1803 William Wordsworth and 
his sister, Dorothy, made the first celebrity pilgrimage to the Burns country; by 
1805, the first book of engravings of his life and works, Views in North Britain, 
Illustrative of the Works of Robert Burns, was published. And the list goes on, 
month-by-month, year-by-year, up to the present day.6 7  

During the first few decades of the nineteenth-century, most of Burns’s 
friends and family were still alive: his mother, Agnes Broun lived until 1820; 
his brother Gilbert died in 1827; and his wife, Jean Armour, passed away in 
1834. When the Burns Festival of 1844 was held, forty-eight year’s after Burns’s 
death, not only were three of his sons present, but so were his sister Isabelle, 
various nephews, nieces, and cousins, and his deathbed nurse, Jessie Lewars. 
In addition, there were friends, lovers, patrons, farmers, masons, neighbors, 
correspondents, and a seemingly endless population of people who had 
experienced chance encounters with the poet and each had a tale to tell, even 
many who had never actually met him. The abundance of witnesses made it 
possible for visitors to Ayrshire, even up until the 1860s, to meet and converse 
with cronies and worthies of Burns.8  

These individuals were, in one sense, the first relics of Robert Burns. Living 
relics, to be sure, but still touchstones for this poet who had died before 
reaching middle-age, and their presence—willingness to write and talk, to 
share memories and local lore, to greet visitors and speak with biographers—
kept Burns alive for those who had known him and for those whom he had 
reached through his writing and his fame. 

5 David Trachtenberg and Thomas Keith, Mauchline Ware: A Collector’s Guide (New York and London: 
The Antique Collector’s Club, 2002).

6 Burns Chronicle and Club Directory, Second Series, Volume XXIII (Kilmarnock: The Burns Federation, 
1948): 38-42.

7 Elizabeth A. Sudduth, The G. Ross Roy Collection of Robert Burns (Columbia, SC: The University of 
South Carolina Press, 2009): 354.

8 Maurice Lindsay, The Burns Encylopedia (London: Hutchinson & Co., 1970).
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These local characters drew tourists to the area and, because of their ability 
or willingness to establish provenance, were in great measure responsible for 
the accumulation of Robert relics. Anything that could be verified as belonging 
to the poet, or to anyone who knew him, could potentially take on the status of 
a relic, and there were more than enough people alive to offer proof of origin 
and pedigree. 

To get some idea of how large the cavalcade of Burns relics became, it is 
helpful to look at the Memorial Catalogue of the Burns Exhibition that was 
published following an exhibit for the centennial of the poet’s death, held by 
the Royal Glasgow Institute of Fine Arts in 1896 .9 In his introduction, the editor 
of the catalogue, Wm. Young, R.S.A., explains that of all the objects on exhibit, 
which included portraits, paintings based on the poet’s works, manuscripts, 
holographs, books, and relics, it was the relics that generated the greatest 
excitement among the attendees: “Hence it is everything connected, in the 
remotest degree, with his earthly pilgrimage [that] is guarded by all sorts and 
conditions of men with a solicitude that is apt to evoke a smile from those 
outwith the pale of the national feeling.” The objects included every kind 
of furniture, kitchen implements, toiletries, knives, medals, swords, pistols, 
spectacles and snuffboxes, all having some claim of relationship to the Poet 
or his contemporaries. Young asserts that the assumption these items were 
what they were claimed to be was accepted by most of the public with 
“unquestioning faith,” and he supposes that if the exhibit were to feature the 
very set of bagpipes the devil was playing in the poem Tam o’ Shanter that it 
“might have been on view without exciting more than the mildest measure of 
surprise.”

Here are just a few of the hundreds of items that were on display:

9 Memorial Catalogue of the Burns Exhibition (Glasgow: Wm. Hodge & Co. and T&R Annan & Sons, 1898)
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Piece of the old yew tree at Crookston Castle known as Queen Mary’s Yew, 
on which Burns carved his name in 1777.

Flowered Silk Skirt which belonged to Christina Morton, one of the “six 
belles of Mauchline,” worn by her at Burns’ kirking.

A Lock of Highland Mary’s hair, with portrait of Burns. This portion of 
Highland Mary’s hair was presented to John Hastie, engineer, by William and 
Robert Anderson, her nephews, at Renton, 26th August 1826.

Horse Hoof made into a Snuff box. Presented to the late Robert Dickie, 
Kilwinning Mills, about the year 1830, by Charles Dickie, horse farrier, when 
leaving the neighbourhood of Ayr to take up his residence in Ireland, who told 
Robert Dickie at the time that it was the hoof of Tam o’ Shanter’s mare. It has 
always been regarded as such by the present owner, son of the said Robert 
Dickie. 

Scissors which belonged to Mrs. Begg, sister of the Poet. 
Piece of Cloth, which covered the seat in St. Michael’s Church, Dumfries, 

where Burns sat.
Though the obsession with relics of Robert Burns reached its zenith during 

the century after the poet’s death, it continued on into the twentieth-century 
and is now found in the cyber world where items of great value and items of 
no value at all are regularly offered for sale as relics of Burns. The most stinging 
view of the compulsion for Burns relics can be found in Hugh MacDiarmid’s 
short-short story “The Last Great Burns Discovery,” originally published in 
1934.10

However, the desire to preserve items of historical interest is essential to 
understanding Burns’s influence as a poet and a cultural icon. More recently, 
the “Robert Burns Beyond Text” project of the University of Glasgow: Robert 
Burns: Inventing Tradition and Securing Memory, 1796 – 1909, has recorded 
several of these nineteenth-century relics on their website including:

Egg Cup allegedly made from part of the Ash tree, which grew over 
Highland Mary’s grave.

Stirrup Cup, or Caup, used by frequenters of the Tam o’ Shanter Inn, Ayr.
Snuffbox made of Kilmarnock Press.
Bark from a Tree at Ellisland Farm, Dumfries.
Wooden Fragment from Burns’s Trysting Thorn.
Speaking of which, describing a visit to Mossgiel farm in the 1870s, travel 

writer Archibald Adamson turned his zeal for a token of remembrance into a 
kind of confession:

10 Hugh MacDiarmid, The Uncanny Scot (Liverpool: MacGibbon & Kee, 1966): 26-29
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“After lingering about the celebrated and now classic spot, and gazing 
upon some stately plane trees beneath which the poet loved to recline, I took 
leave of my cicerone, and in passing the front of the house plucked a sprig 
from off the thorn hedge and carried it away as a keepsake. It lies on my desk 
withered and dry, but serves as a memento of a visit to the farm wherein Burns 
composed his keenest satires and most beautiful poems and songs.”

The desire to make contact with an object with which a beloved writer 
or any celebrity had contact seems to be a natural and human characteristic, 
which has not lessened since the nineteenth century.

Which brings us back to Mauchline Ware, and specifically those pieces 
labeled with “Made of Wood. . .” transfers. Tens of thousands of Mauchline 
Ware items have survived, possibly hundreds of thousands, and are held in 
private collections and museums—and many are still waiting to be found. 
They can still be purchased at flea markets, antique shops, junkshops, from 
private dealers, at auctions, and on the Internet for prices that range from a few 
pounds to a several hundred pounds. 

 An 1887 invoice for wooden souvenirs and photos
From the Birmingham warehouse of William & Andrew Smith

Of Mauchline, which included fifty-four Burns Items

Perhaps so many survived because of the great quantities that were 
manufactured. Perhaps it is because they fell out of fashion and were not 
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considered worth all that much, remaining tucked away in attics, trunks, and 
drawers. Perhaps they can still be found because the multiple coats of varnish 
were strong enough to protect many of the pieces from damage caused by 
light, heat, moisture, and dryness. Or perhaps they didn’t break as often as did 
ceramics. But, for whatever reasons, these items are still in the marketplace and 
thousands of them are relics of Robert Burns. Here are a few of the “Made of 
Wood. . .” transfers that have been recorded on Mauchline Ware:

Made of wood from the rafters of Burns Cottage
The dark portions of this wood are warranted to have grown on the Banks 
of the Ayr and the light on the Banks of the Doon.
From the swee of the Tam o’ Shanter Inn
This box is made from the wood of the floor of the house in Mauchline 
where Robert Burns and Jean Armour first began housekeeping in 1788.
Made from wood grown in Gavin Hamilton’s Garden [Mauchline] 
Made from a rafter of Gavin Hamilton’s House, where Burns was married 
Made of wood from the Kirk End Tree, Mauchline
Made of wood from Rafters of Auld Nanse Tinnock’s, Mauchline
Warranted Part of the Bed of Burns on which he slept at Mossgiel

These have all survived on multiple objects, most of them currently in 
private hands.

The truth of these claims can and should be questioned about all relics. In 
the case of Mauchline Ware, there was indeed quite a bit of plane tree found 
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in Ayrshire and along the banks of the Doon, so the more general claims such 
as, “Made of wood from the Land of Burns,” do not appear to be much worth 
disputing in the face of common sense. However there is evidence both for 
and against the legitimacy of these claims.

Turning to Adamson again, who described the state of Mossgiel Farm as he 
found it in 1874, reports it well maintained by its then current owner and says, 
“Mossgiel possesses very many interesting associations, but the only thing 
pertaining to the original steading is the walls. When they were heightened 
and repaired, every scrap of wood about the roof and the floor was purchased 
by a boxmaking firm in Mauchline and converted into fancy ornaments, 
‘warranted from the farm of Mossgiel,’”

Fair enough. And other such reasonable reports can be found for companies 
that were producing local souvenirs made of wood.

On the side of the skeptic one can look to a letter from Robert Burns’s 
oldest son and namesake, to his cousin John Brown of Mauchline who worked 
as boxmaker for the Smith family for many years. Here is a short excerpt: 

    Coffee House, Dumfries
    Tuesday February 11, 1840

My Dear Cousin,
…. I wish you to make me three small snuff-boxes, the 
description as follows. One chequered with the Shepperd’s 
plaid of blue and white, on the middle of the lid, a Scottish 
Thistle, Motto “Insignis et hasta.” The second Box of the same 
pattern with a Scottish Thistle on the middle of the lid, Motto 
“Asperac juvant.” The Third to be a plain Box of Thorn (we can 
call it Highland Mary’s Thorn) with the front of Mossgiel on it 
as it faces the Tarbolton Road. If you remember you & I once 
looked at that front one Sunday afternoon… etc.11 

This is a custom order for snuff boxes, not Transfer Ware, from the poet’s 
own son, and so not necessarily typical, and yet his instructions support the 
suspicion that the woods were not always as described and that the deception 
was carried out without compunction.

The Victorian tourist, however, was not privy to that information and neither 
did they likely much care. “Made of Wood . . .” Mauchline Ware allowed a visitor 
from far away, without local connections, to take home their own sanctioned 
Burns relic, their own piece of the poet. These relics are still available to the 
public, survive in remarkably high numbers, and remain a shared link to the 
life and times of Robert Burns.

11 from the private collection of Peter Westwood.
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José Martí And Robert Burns:
Mapping Connections Between Two National Icons 

Arun Sood & Félix Flores Varona

The past decade has seen a scholarly turn to considering the historical 
reception and influence of Robert Burns beyond the borders of Scotland. 
Leading critics such as Murray Pittock, Robert Crawford and Leith Davis have 
pioneered a transnational approach to Burns Studies that explores the impact 
of Burns in regions spread throughout Europe, North America, Asia and the 
Pacific.1

However, this fruitful period of research has also revealed that when it 
comes to Iberophone countries, Burns and his works have had relatively little 
influence.  Andrew Monnickendam has observed, for example, that unlike 
Macpherson, Byron and Scott, Burns was ‘virtually invisible in Spain’ during 
the Romantic century, and that it was not until 1940 that the first Spanish 
edition of his poetry was published.2  Similarly, Nigel Leask’s survey of Burns 
in Latin America revealed little trace of a single ‘Latin American imprint’ of 
Burns’s poetry, with Leask concluding that Burns (also unlike Byron and Scott) 
had ‘zero, or at least minimal, influence on nineteenth-century Latin American 
poetry and literary criticism.’3  Monnickendam and Leask have offered plausible 
explanations for this lack; citing the dominance of Spanish letters and Scots-
to-Spanish translation issues among others.  

The following analysis will contribute to the broader discussion by shedding 
new light on one major Latin American figure who read and alluded to Burns in 
the mid to late nineteenth century: the Cuban writer, poet, revolutionary, and 
national hero, José Martí (1853-1895). 4  

Contested National Heroes 
Before exploring Martí’s written reflections on Burns, it is worth noting 
some of the parallels between the posthumous cultural legacy of the two 
individuals. A brief comparison between the cultural memory of Burns and 
Martí - in their respective homelands - reveals much about the relationship 
between constructed literary heroism and nationhood, particularly in the 

1 See for example The Reception of Robert Burns in Europe, ed. by Murray Pittock (London: Bloomsbury, 
2014); Robert Burns and Transatlantic Culture, ed. by Sharon Alker, Leith Davis and Holly Faith Nelson 
(Farnham, Burlington: Ashgate, 2012); and  Robert Burns in Global Culture, ed. by Murray Pittock 
(Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 2011)

2 Andrew Monnickendam, ‘Robert Burns and Spanish Letters’ in The Reception of Robert Burns in 
Europe (London: Bloomsbury, 2014) 143-155 (143).

3 Leask, ‘Robert Burns and Latin America’, 132.
4  It should be noted, however, that Martí read Burns in English and Scots rather than Spanish due to 

the aformentioned lack of Spanish editions.
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context of two countries with fiercely strong (but historically peripheral) 
identities.  Like Burns, Martí died young and has since been revered for his 
patriotic love of his country.  As with the Scottish poet,  Martí appears on bank 
notes and coins; became, for many, a universal symbol of egalitariansim; and 
acquired ‘everyman’ status as a uniting figure who strived to dismantle social 
class hierarchies.5  Moreover, the posthumous reputational development of 
both men as handsome philanderers; associations with freemasonry;6 and 
their objectified preservation through statues, festivals and ephemera adds 
to this sense of parallelism.7  In addition to Martí’s relationships with Carmen 
Zayas Bazan (1853-1928) and Carmen Miyares de Mantilla (1848-1925), the 
tragic lore surrounding his unrequited love for Maria Garcia Granados (1860-
1878) – whom Martí calls ‘la niña de Guatemala, la que se murió de amor’/ 
‘the Guatemalan girl who died of love’ in his dedicatory poem ‘La niña de 
Guatemala’ – might also draw comparisons with the cult-like fascination 
surrounding ‘Highland Mary’ Campbell.8 

Another striking factor here is the portable nature of each figure and their 
works, particularly when it comes to matters of national politics in Scotland 
and Cuba respectively. Christopher A. Whatley has discussed, for example, how 
Burns was claimed by both Radicals and Scottish conservatives between 1796-
1859; citing the Ayr Festival of 1844 and the 1859 Centenary as instances of 
where Burns was simultaneously appropriated by Scotland’s Whigs and Tories 
among other groups.9  As recently as the 2015 UK General Election, the Scottish 
branch of the right-wing populist United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) 
attempted to win the hearts (if not the minds) of Scottish voters by producing 

5  Martí is often labelled as ‘poet and patriot’ and considered an influential father to Ernesto “Che” 
Guevera and Fidel Castro. See Jordana Dym and Karl Offen, Mapping Latin America: A Cartogrpahic 
Reader (Chicago: University of Chicago Press) 189.  The longstanding appropriation of Burns into 
Scottish indepednece movements is well known. For a recent example see Liz Lochhead, ‘Of Course 
Burns Would Vote For Scottish Independece Movements’, cited at <https://www.theguardian.
com/commentisfree/2014/jan/24/robert-burns-vote-scottish-independence >, [accessed 
08/12/2016].   

6  Like Burns, Martí’s involvement with Freemasonary has led to him being a symbol for the 
fraternity’s ideals of ‘brotherhood’ and ‘social justice’.  See ‘José Martí: Freemasonary and the 
Pursuit of Liberty’, cited at <http://njfreemason.net/dev/content/jose-marti-freemasonry-
and-pursuit-liberty>,  [accessed 08/12/2016], and ‘Brother Robert Burns’, cited at <http://www.
grandlodgescotland.com/masonic-subjects/robert-burns>, [accessed 08/12/2016].    

7  The objectified commemoration of Burns and Martí also extends beyond Scotland and Cuba. 
Most interestingly, there are statues of both men in New York’s Central Park. See <https://www.
nycgovparks.org/parks/central-park/monuments/>,  [accessed 08/12/2016].

8  For an interesting discussion of the ‘cult of Highland Mary’, see Murray Pittock and Pauline Mackay, 
‘Highland Mary: Objects and Memories’ in Romanticism, 18:2 (2012) 191-203. 

9  Christopher A. Whatley, ‘“It Is Said That Burns Was a Radical” Contest, Concession, and the Political 
Legacy of Robert Burns, ca. 1796-1859’ in The Journal of British Studies 50:3 (2011) 639-666.
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posters emblazoned with lines from Burns’s ‘The Dumfries Volunteers’;10 while, 
previously, the opposing Scottish Nationalist Party launched an electoral 
campaign on January 25, with former leader Alex Salmond claiming there was 
‘no better day’ to do so ‘than on the birthday of Robert Burns.’11  

Similarly, the cultural memory of Martí has been contested among 
different Cuban political groups.  There is little doubt that, througout his life, 
José Martí was fiercely dedicated to the cause of Cuban independece, and 
indeed died fighting against the Spanish at the Battle of Dos Ríos on May 19, 
1895.  Yet Martí’s symbolic power and writings on Cuban nationalism have 
been variously appropriated by opposing political factions.  Fidel Castro (1920-
2016), for example, declared that Martí was the inspirational ‘mastermind’ 
behind the Moncada Barrack revolutionary attacks of 26 July, 1953. On the 
other hand, Cuban diasporic communites have criticsied the Castro regime 
for manipulating Martí’s legacy - by creating a ‘Castroite Martí’ - and instead 
emphasied the more liberal-capitalist elements of the writer and his works.12  
While Martí was certainly more politically active than Burns,13 it is the portable, 
symbolic power of both men that draws them together here.  That is, the work, 
life, and reputation of each continues to be contested and quoted by different 
factions seeking to popularise or justify one particular national political cause 
or other.  Such is the power, it seems, of the ‘national hero’ in two disparate – 
though not entirely dissimilar – transatlantic contexts.  

Though outwith the scope of this essay, a fuller comparative study of the 
life, work and subsequent legacies (in the plural) of Burns and Martí would 

10  For an informed discussion of the contested ‘Unionist’ sympathies of ‘The Dumfries Volunteers’ 
see Liam Mcllvanney, Burns the Radical: poetry and Politics in Late Eighteenth-Century Scotland 
(Edinburgh: Tuckwell Press, 2002) 238-40.

11  Alex Salmond cited from <http://www.snp.org/media-centre/news/2005/jan/salmond-
launches-snp-general-election-campaign> [accessed 31/12/2015] Contests were also waged 
over the poet’s presumed political leanings during the 2014 Scottish Referendum as he was variably 
cast as a Unionist or Nationalist across media outlets.  See for example ‘Was Robert Burns a Nat or 
Unionist’ at <http://www.scotsman.com/news/politics/top-stories/scottish-independence-
mps-gripped-by-the-question-was-rabbie-burns-a-nat-or-a-unionist-1-2077809> and 
‘How Would Robert Burns Vote in the Scottish Referendum?’ at <http://www.theguardian.com/
commentisfree/2014/jul/23/robert-burns-vote-scottish-referendum-identity> [accessed 
31/12/2015].

12  For more on the contested legacy of Martí during the Castro-era see Lillian Guerra, The Myth José 
Martí:  Conflicting Nationalisms in Early Twentieth-Century Cuba (California: University of 
California Press, 2006).  For a more recent popular account of Martí’s legacy written during 
Barack Obama’s 2016 state visit, see Cuban Poet Jose Martí: Everyone’s Revoltionary’, cited at 
<http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/projects/cp/international/obama-in-cuba/cuban-
poet-jose-marti-everyones-revolutionary>, [accessed 17/12/16]. 

13  Martí was as much an active revolutionary and contemporary political theorist as he was a poet.  
The same claim cannot be made for Burns, despite the political themes that pervade much of his 
poetry and songs.
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surely reveal more about the making and continual remediation of literary 
heroes in relation to nationalism, or indeed transnationalism, in different 
transatlantic contexts.14  It is arguably no coincidence, for example, that 
tropes of masculinity; egalitarianism; passion; and resitance to oppresion have 
pervaded the legacy of both men in their respective countries. However, in 
order for such studies to be undertaken, it is imperative, first of all, to revisit the 
period in which Martí first mentions Burns in his writings.

Reading Burns In New York
Between 1880 and 1894, José Martí, who was by then exiled from Cuba 

on account of his ardent support for independece, spent the majority of 
his time living and working in New York City.  Though making brief trips to 
Mexico, Guatemala, and Venezuela to further advocate and win support for his 
revolutionary cause, Martí spent most of his time orchestrating plans in New 
York with other exiled pro-independece figures such as Calixto García Íñiguez 
1839 -1898).  During this period, Martí supported himself financially by working 
as a journalist, children’s author, poet and translator.  Martí’s translation work 
for the celebrated New York publishing house D. Appleton & Co. is of particular 
interest when exploring his links to Burns and his works.  

By the mid-1860s, D. Appleton & Co. were producing up to fifty Spanish 
translations per year, causing them to recruit a number of Latin American 
intellectuals as translators, including Martí and Puerto Rican philosopher 
Eugenio María de Hostos (1839-1903).15  In the same period, the publishing 
house produced at least 21 separate editions of Burns’s poetry, letters, 
and works.16  In spite of this confluence, there appears to be little trace of a 
nineteenth-century Burns Spanish translation, which is consistent with Leask 
and Monnickendam’s previous searches.  An 1890 pamphlet containing D. 
Appleton & Co.’s publication list (‘De Los Libros Publicados En Español Por La 
Casa De D. Appleton Y Cía’) that reveals no Spanish editon, despite a long list 
of translations that included Robert ‘Luis’ Stevenson’s La Isla del Tesoro (Treasure 

14  Just as more has come to light about Burns in transnational contexts, the impact and reception of 
Martí beyond Cuba is also an area of fruitful and contuning scholarly investigation. See ‘Between 
Two Americas?: José Martí as a Latin American/Latino Intellectual’, cited at <http://s-usih.
org/2013/03/between-two-americas-jose-marti-as-a-latin-americanlatino-intellectual.
html>, [accessed 15/12/16] and Kirsten Silva Gruesz, Ambassadors of Culture: The Transamerican 
Origins of Latino Writing (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2001). 

15  Esther Allen, ‘The Will To Translate: Four Episodes In A History of Global Cultural Exchange’  in In 
Translation: Translators On Their Work And What it Means, ed. by Esther Allen and Susan Bernofsky 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2013) 82-105 (85).

16  Arun Sood, ‘Eighty Years “Owre The Sea!”: Robert Burns and The United States of America, c.1786-
1866’, PhD Thesis, University of Glasgow (2016), <http://theses.gla.ac.uk/7397/>, [accessed 
18/12/16]. Appendix I. 
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Island) and Scottish physician Balfour Stewart’s Fisica (Physics).17  Some of the 
translations that Martí undertook for the company also feature: J.H. Mahaffy 
‘s Antiguedades Griegas (Greek Antiquities) (1883); A.S. Wilson’s Antiguedades 
Romans (Roman Antiquities)  (1883) and W. Stanley Jevon’s Nociones de Logica 
(Pure Logic) (1883).18    

While it is uncertain – no Burns edition exists in Martí’s personal collection 
at the Centro de Estudios Martianos – which specific volume or biography 
Martí owned, it seems probable that he encountered one of the Appleton 
editions, in addition to having access to the abunadance of Burns articles that 
continued to be publsihed in American newspapers and literary periodicals 
throughout the mid to late nineteenth-century.19  Though Martí read Burns in 
English and Scots, his appraisals of the Scottish poet were published in Spanish 
and for Iberophone audiences; often appearing in the Buenos-Aires based La 
Nación, the Argentinian newspaper which he regularly contributed to.  It is also 
notable that Martí’s allusions to Burns appear to be concentarted to a two-year 
period, suggesting a short but intense engagement with Burns and his works.  
Between 1888 and 1890, Martí mentions or alludes to Burns approximately 10 
times across a range of media – personal letters; newspapers; journals; and 
miscellaneous writings – yet does not appear to mention him again in his 
written correspondence before or after this period.20

Martí’s longest piece on Burns, published in La Nación, 7 Feb 1889, runs 
over 800 words and provides insights into his views of the Scottish poet and, 
indeed, the biographical sources and commemorative practices which might 
have shaped them. Martí begins by acknowledging the recent unveiling of the 
Burns statue in Washington Park, Albany, in 1888:

Then came the holiday of the Scots, who gathered, around the pole 
of ribbons they braid and tangle on dancing, to baptize –in the shade 
of the autumn trees and on a rainy day indeed– the statue of Robert 
Burns, their poet, to whom “not vernal show’rs to budding flow’rs, not 
Autumn to the farmer, so dear can be” as his nice Peggy of yellow 
tresses and bare feet.21

That Martí describes the occasion as the ‘holiday of the Scots’ is likely due 

17 Catalogue of D. Appleton & Co.’s Publications: April, 1890 (Philadelphia: Porter & Coates, 1890) 13
18 For a compilation of Marti’s translation work see Jose Marti, Obras completes (Havana: Centro de 

Estudios Martianos, 2001) Vols. 25-26.
19 See Sood, ‘Eighty Years “Owre The Sea!”, 60-81. 
20 As part of an upcoming PhD Thesis, Félix Flores Varona has compiled a database (including dates 

and translations) of everytime Martí mentions Burns.
21 La Nación,7 Feb (1889). Note: All translations from Spanish into English undertaken by Félix Flores 

Varona.
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the unveiling having been ‘organised to coincide with the annual gathering 
of the North American Caledonian Association’.22  The inclusion of a line from 
Burns’s ‘Song, Composed in August’ reveals the Cuban’s knowledge of the 
poem, while the romantic nod to Burns’s ‘nice Peggy’ further demonstrates 
the cult-like fascination that had developed for ‘Highland Mary’ in the United 
States by the mid-nineteenth century.  Indeed, the term ‘yellow tresses’ was 
a recurring description in contemporary American travel accounts to Burns’s 
birthplace.23  

Perhaps unsurprisingly for a man who advocated equality for all Cubans, 
the remainder of Martí’s article reflects heavily on the egalitarian aspects 
of Burns’s character as well as his percieved struggles against oppressive 
hierarchal systems.  Martí describes how Burns ‘lived free and proud’, refusing 
‘the majesty for positions or pensions’ (an ironic historical inaccuarcy given 
Burns’s position as an exciseman) and how he continually defended the 
“Plebian lads” from the disdain of the wealthier ones’.24  Martí then draws a 
comparison between Burns and the German poet ‘Pastor Hebel’ – Johann Peter 
Hebel (1760 –1826) – who he describes as: 

…a dialectal poet like Burns, whom he resembled in simplicity and 
profundity, though not in melancholy, which Hebel knew how to 
tame, since his genius was smaller, and he terminated as a well fed 
prelate the life that the Scottish let release early from his slender 
body.25

Here, Burns is cast as a ‘genius’ but also – and consequently – a flawed 
and ‘melancholy’ debauchee; which was a popular biographical narrative first 
inauguarated by James Currie’s The Works (1800), though later expaned on by 
other biographers and editors.26  Martí’s subsequent description of how Burns 
‘pursued the doctorate he attained by virtue of the soul’ and ‘roamed in ardent 
Augusts the places where people, dance, sing and plough’ also suggests the 

22 <http://www.robertburnsmemorials.arts.gla.ac.uk/details.php?ID=1>, [accessed 19/12/16]. 
Hundreds of invitations were sent out to a variety of societies and individuals to come and 
participate in the days celebrations. Caledonian Societies, St Andrew Societies and other Scots 
charitable societies came from cities such as Boston, Milwaukee, New York, Buffalo and from as far 
as Montreal and Toronto.

23 See for example ‘A Visit to Burns’s Birthplace’ in The Eclectic Review  2:110 (1859) 188. For more on 
the development of the ‘cult of Highland Mary’ in the nineteenth-century United States, see Sood, , 
‘Eighty Years “Owre The Sea!”, 180-181.

24 La Nación,7 Feb (1889).
25 Ibid. 
26 For more on Burns’s posthumous reputational development and ‘cultural production’ see Corey 

Andrews, The Genius of Scotland: The Cultural Production of Robert Burns, 1785-1834 (Leiden and 
Boston: Brill and Rodopi, 2015). 
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influence of Thomas Carlyle’s critical essay on Burns. Martí’s description of how 
Burns’s genius was a ‘virtue of the soul’ likely derived from Carlyle’s depiction of 
Burns as ‘a natural ‘prodigy’ who rose from the ‘deepest obscurity, without help, 
without instruction, without model’.27  Carlyle’s essay was frequently reprinted 
in nineteenth-century America, and it is notable that elsewhere Martí describes 
the Scottish philosopher as ‘bold, innovative, independent’ and having first 
become famous after publishing ‘his study of Burns, whom he loved with a 
love even more lively than that he felt for Goethe’.28  This further confirms that 
Martí was well acquainted with Carlyle’s critical appraisal. 

As discussed briefly above, Burns and Martí have regularly been appropri-
ated to bolster and sustain peripheral, arguably threatened, national identities.  
There is also some evidence to suggest, however, that Martí himself identified 
Burns – and more broadly Scotland – as a symbolic ally in his own fight against 
oppression and imperialism.  In a letter to his friend Miguel Tedín (1852-1915), 
for example, Martí is intrigued to know more about ‘the beauty of Scotland, 
which is my kind of people’, and asks his friend if he has managed to acquire 
Ramsay’s Reminiscences of Scottish Life & Character.29  In another article for La 
Nación, Martí juxtaposes the ‘brave soul’ Robert Burns with ‘Sioux aboriginals, 
squatting in circles’, and the assulated black victims of terrible ‘Louisiana Cau-
casians’ before emphatically declaring:

But the country neither gets disturbed, nor talks much about Burns, 
and not even celebrates as it should the noble speeches of the Sioux 
physician […] nor anyone punishes the Caucasians.30

Here, Burns is cast alongside deeply oppressed peoples that – as Martí appears 
to  suggest – continue to be ignored by ‘the country’ (the United States of 
America).  This juxtaposition is admittedly curious given the extent to which 
Burns was published, and indeed commemorated through a varierty of 
mediums in North America during the late-nineteenth century –  the period in 
which Martí was writing.31  

Yet, drawing on the posthumous symbolic power of Burns, Martí enlists 
the poet into his own struggle against oppression and poltical bid for 
independence and equality.  There is, perhaps, a retrospective irony here in 
that many would similarly draw upon Martí for their own ideological causes 
–  and as with Burns, they continue to do so in the twenty-first century.

27  The New York American 9:857 (1829) 2.
28  José Martí,  Compiled Works. Vol. 7, 396.
29  Ibid. ‘José Martí to Miguel Tedín’, 17 October 1889. Martí refers to Dean Ramsay, Reminiscences 

of Scottish Life & Character, first published in 1857 though later expanded. See <http://www.
electricscotland.com/history/scottish_lifep.htm<, [accessed 19/12/16]. 

30  La Nación, 11 October (1888).
31  See Sood, ‘Eighty Years “Owre The Sea!”, 164-206.
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Gavin Turnbull and Robert Burns: 
Rediscovering a Lost Burns Protégé and Friend

Patrick Scott

Among Robert Burns’s Ayrshire contemporaries, Gavin Turnbull (1765-
1816) is in many respects the least well-documented.  Till recently, it was not 
known where or in what year he was born or where and when he died.  His 
acquaintance with Burns began in the Mossgiel years, and Burns took an interest 
in promoting Turnbull’s poetry, yet there is no surviving correspondence 
between the two men.  Turnbull published two books in Scotland before he 
emigrated in 1795, but, unlike David Sillar or John Lapraik, his poems were not 
issued by Burns’s own publisher, John Wilson. Turnbull lived in Dumfries during 
much the same years as Burns, yet there is limited documentary evidence for 
the renewal of their friendship. Till recently, almost nothing has been known 
about Turnbull’s later life, after he emigrated to America. In Maurice Lindsay’s 
memorable summary, “Turnbull married an actress, and with her emigrated to 
America where all trace of them has been lost.”1 In the 1840s, when the Scottish 
painter Stewart Watson wanted to include Turnbull in his famous group 
portrait of Robert Burns’s Masonic friends, the Inauguration of Robert Burns as 
Poet Laureate, no Turnbull portrait could be found, and a shadowy depiction 
of “a visiting stranger” had to be substituted.2  There is only one short letter 
known in Turnbull’s handwriting, with his transcript of a song by someone else. 
In Turnbull’s own words, he has been “a bard unkend.”3

The breakthrough came in 1995, when Professor David Radcliffe, at Virginia 
Tech, was researching eighteenth-century Spenserian poetry and noticed a 
number of Turnbull’s poems being reprinted in newspapers in the 1790s, in 
Charleston, South Carolina.4 Following up Professor Radcliffe’s research, it was 
possible to find many more poems, including new poems written in America, 

1 Maurice Lindsay, The Burns Encyclopedia, 3rd ed. (London: Robert Hale, 1980), p. 364: cf. 
James Paterson, The Contemporaries of Burns (Edinburgh: Paton, 1840), p. 110. Along with 
new material, this article draws on several earlier essays footnoted below, and on my 
introduction, “About Gavin Turnbull,” for The Collected Poems of Gavin Turnbull Online, ed. 
Patrick Scott, John Knox, and Rachel Mann (Center for Digital Humanities, 2015) at: http://
lichen.csd.sc.edu/turnbull/about-turnbull. Work on the Collected Poems was supported by 
an ASPIRE II grant from the Office of Research, University of South Carolina. 

2 James Marshall, A Winter with Robert Burns; Annals of his Patrons and Associates in 
Edinburgh, 1786-1787 (Edinburgh: Brown, 1846), pp. 156-157.

3 Turnbull, “Epistle to a Black-Smith,” Poetical Essays (Glasgow: David Niven, 1788), p. 188. 
Subsequent references in the text.  

4 David Hill Radcliffe, “Gavin Turnbull (ca. 1770-1816),” in his Spenser and the Tradition: 
English Poetry, 1579-1830, online at:

 http://spenserians.cath.vt.edu/AuthorRecord.
php?&action=GET&recordid=33336&page=AuthorRecord; and “Turnbull, Gavin (c. 1765-
1816),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2004), 55: 587.
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and to document Turnbull’s acting career in Charleston, almost play by play, 
night by night. Paradoxically, there is now more biographical information 
about Turnbull’s last twenty years, living in South Carolina, than there is about 
his first thirty years living in Scotland, but the rediscovery of Burns in America 
has led in turn to at least some additional information about his early years and 
about his connection with Burns, the main focus in this article. 

Turnbull was born in Berwickshire, in the Scottish borders, most probably 
in 1765, and spent his early years in Hawick, in Roxburghshire.5 His father 
Thomas Turnbull was notoriously improvident, and when the son was about 
ten, the family’s problems put an end to his formal education. Turnbull spent 
his early teenage years as a carpet-weaver in Kilmarnock, Ayrshire, where he 
began writing poetry. The fullest description of his life at this time speaks both 
of hardship and literary commitment:

He resided alone in a small garret, ... in which there was no 
furniture. The bed on which he lay was entirely composed of 
straw, ... with the exception of an old patched covering which 
he threw over himself at night. He had no chair to sit upon. A 
cold stone placed by the fire; and the sole of a small window at 
one end of the room was all he had for a table, from which to 
take his food, or on which to write his verses.6

Despite his circumstances, Turnbull got to know Robert Burns and others 
in his circle, including David Sillar and the local savant John Goldie, and Burns 
would later refer to Turnbull as “an old friend of mine.”7 Turnbull wrote poems 
to or about both Sillar and Goldie, and one of his most ambitious early poems, 
“The Bard; in the manner of Spencer,” was “Inscribed to Mr. R***** B****.”  As 
Gerard Carruthers has pointed out, much of Turnbull’s early poetry is high-
flown and rather derivative.8 But he would be strongly influenced by Burns’s 
Kilmarnock Poems, Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect, published when Turnbull 
was twenty-one, and he wrote some of his best poetry in Scots.9  Indeed, when 
he published his first book, one section would be titled Poetical Essays in the 
Scottish Dialect.    

5 Year and place of birth from Turnbull’s 1813 naturalization record, in Brent Holcomb, South 
Carolina Naturalizations (Baltimore: Genealogical Publishing, 1985).

6 Thomas Crichton, in The Weaver, 2 (Paisley, 1819), quoted in Paterson, Contemporaries of 
Burns, p. 93.

7 G. Ross Roy, ed., Letters of Robert Burns, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985), II: 257.
8 Gerard Carruthers, “Robert Burns’s Scots Poetry Contemporaries,” in Burns and Other Poets, ed. David 

Sergeant and Fiona Stafford (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2012), pp. 38-52 (p. 42).
9 This discussion draws on and expands my introduction in A Bard Unkend: Selected Poems 

in the Scottish Dialect by Gavin Turnbull (Columbia, SC: Scottish Poetry Reprints, 2015), pp. 
5-12. 
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section title from Turnbull, Poetical Essays (Glasgow, 1788)

Several of Turnbull’s poems in Scots comment ruefully on his poverty and 
the difficulty of winning recognition. Turnbull’s poem “To a Taylor,” headed by a 
quotation from Robert Fergusson, Burns’s “elder brother in the Muse,” is a plea 
for a local tailor to make him a new suit in exchange for the remnants of the 
cloth:

A poet, tatter’d and forlorn,
Whase coat and breeks are sadly torn,
Wha lately sue’d for aid divine,
Now, Taylor, maun apply for thine; ...
A ragged Bard, however gabby, 
Will ay be counted dull and shabby; (Poetical Essays, p. 186).
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Turnbull’s “Ode to D**** S*****” is also autobiographical, describing his 
loneliness (“I sit beside the chimla lug,/ And spin awa my rhyme”), and poverty:

The greatest dults that ever wrote,
Have often Noble Patrons got,

Their nonsense to protect;
Whilst chiels of maist ingine and skill,
Unnotic’d, unrewarded still,

Meet nought but could neglect (ibid., p. 192). 
But Turnbull nonetheless remains surprisingly cheerful:

Then heed na, Davie, tho’ we be
A race expos’d to misery,

A’ mankind hae their skair;
Yet, wi’ the few whase hearts are fir’d
Wi’ love o’ sang, by Him inspir’d,

What mortals can compare ....
The sweets of nature a’ are ours ... (ibid., pp. 192-193).

Turnbull’s poem about John Goldie is less personal.  Titled “Epitaph on a 
Famous Philosopher,” even though Goldie was to live on another twenty-five 
years, it is written as an affectionate obituary to the local savant who “hated 
bigotry like hell”:

Auld Killie, mourn in sable hue,
The sad and dreary day ye’ll rue

Wha’ll open nature to your view,
And wisdom spread.
Sic men as G***** were but few,

And now he’s dead (ibid., pp. 210-211).

Turnbull’s Scots poems cover a spectrum of topics as also of vernacular 
styles. There is one jaunty song about an unwanted pregnancy, to the old air 
“The Mucking o’ Geordie’s Byre”:

Ye lads that are plaguet wi’ lasses,
 Had need to be tenty and slie, ...

In a doop she began to grow wally,
 The neebours a’ fairli’t to see;
But I kent the reason fu’ brawly,
 Wha soon was a daddy to be.
And when the black cutty we mountet,
 Her lads a’ leugh hearty at me;
But O how my courage was bluntet,

When fient a scrap siller had she (ibid., pp. 210-211).

Turnbull’s poem “The Cottage” is a set piece in a long tradition, celebrating 
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rural life and virtue, looking back to Fergusson’s “Farmer’s Ingle” and Burns’s 
“The Cotter’s Saturday Night.” It starts formally, but its Scots becomes more 
evident as the reader is taken into the farmstead and then inside the cottage 
itself:

A twa-arm’d chair within the neuk ye’ll see,
Where aft the guidman leans, wi’ meikle glee,
And smoaks his pipe, and tells his pawky tale,
An antic ambry, made of aiken tree,
Wi’ caps and luggies, rang’d upon a dale,
And meikle toop-horn spoons, and plates to haud the kail (ibid., p. 
179).

Perhaps Turnbull’s best recreation of spoken Scots comes in his harum-
scarum dramatic monologue in Scots by the hustling owner of a Kilmarnock 
book-shop, who is describing the variety of books and other items he had on 
offer:

“To a the Warle be it kend,”
That I by Auction do intend
Great routh o’ Goods and Geer to vend,

At lowest price;
Sae, pray good people, all attend

If ye be wise.

Imprimis, then, I can content ye,
Wi’ learned Books, and Bibles plenty,
Gilt on the backs, and bound right dainty,

In good ca’f sheep:
Glow’r at them weil, and I’s indent ye

Shall buy them cheap.

The rev’rend Brethren o’ the band,
May hae whatever they demand,
And, they wha like, I winna stand,

To sell or niffer;
Bring goods or siller I’ yer hand,

We winna differ,
The Wit and Scholar here may find,
A’ that can please a learned mind,
As, Robin Hood, and Captain Hind,

And other sparks;
But, what leaves a’ the rest behind,

My Father’s Warks (ibid., pp. 181-182).
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Subsequent stanzas enumerate other items in stock: not just almanacks 
and chapbooks and prints and caricatures, but medicine and hair pomatum, 
china, clothes, and much else. Turnbull does not specify that the shop he 
describes is John Wilson’s, but that’s the obvious reference, and his poem 
illustrates well Wilson’s kind of bookshop and the very mixed and rather old-
fashioned reading material that was on sale locally when Burns published his 
first book.10

Turnbull’s poem to Burns, “The Bard,” while it is an explicit imitation of an 
English Renaissance poet, follows Scottish precedents.  Earlier Scottish poets 
writing in the Spenserian stanza form and using his mock-medieval language 
had included James Thomson, in The Castle of Indolence (1748), James Beattie, 
in The Minstrel, or the Progress of Genius (1771 etc.), and of course Burns himself, 
more mutedly, in “The Cotter’s Saturday Night” (published 1786).11 Turnbull’s 
poem starts out with an admiring account of Burns’s recent success as the 
model for his own ambition:

O thou, whom from the pleasant banks of Ayr
Thy merit summon’d to Edina’s walls,
Whose songs delight her sons and daughters fair,
And loudly echo through her splendid halls.
On thee a simple Poet humbly calls.... (ibid., p. 138).

Thereafter, Turnbull imagines a series of scenes from his own poetic life 
and future, for which the slightly-unreal dreamlike Spenserian language 
seems strangely appropriate:

There whilom ligd, ypent in garret high,
A tuneful Bard, who well could touch the lyre,
Who often sung so soot, and witchingly
As made the crowds, in silent gaze, admire,
Ymolten with the wild seraphic fire
Which his sweet sonnets eathly could impart,
They list’ning stood, ne never did they tire,
So steal’d his soft persuasion on the heart,

So smooth his numbers flow’d, all unrestrain’d by art (ibid.).
He imagines success and acclaim: 

All crowd around the wondrous Bard to hear,
For ne’er did Scottish Bard so much enchant the ear (ibid., p. 142).

But he also, more realistically, imagines failure:

10 Cf. Patrick Scott, “Robert Burns’s First Printer: John Wilson of Kilmarnock. Part 1: The Book 
Market in Burns’s Ayrshire,” Robert Burns Lives!, ed. Frank Shaw, no. 151 (October 2012):

 http://www.electricscotland.com/familytree/frank/burns_lives151.htm.
11 On this aspect of Turnbull’s poetry, see comments on individual Turnbull poems in David 

Hill Radcliffe’s large-scale digital project, Spenser and the Tradition: English Poetry, 1579-
1830, as in n. 4 above.
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But, will the sweet delusion ever last?
Will ay his reputation firm remain?
Ah me! I fear misfortune’s ruthless blast,
That still o’ertakes the Muses’ gentle train,
Expos’d to poverty, and cold disdain.... (ibid., p. 143). 

He then reimagines his career as turning into a bookish recluse, devoted to 
the Muses rather than to fame. Even then realism catches up with him, when 
a debt-collector bangs at his door. The poem ends with an extended simile 
about a fox hiding by day and raiding the hen roost at night, but instead of 
the fox representing the debt-collector, it represents Turnbull himself, who like 
the fox escapes capture by playing dead till the farmer or debt-collector goes 
away. Turnbull’s bard is always an outsider.

By 1788, Turnbull had written enough poems to make a first book, Poetical 
Essays, of over 200 pages. Like Burns’s recent success Poems, Chiefly in the 
Scottish Dialect,10 and the volumes by Sillar and Lapraik, Turnbull’s volume was 
published by subscription, at the author’s risk rather than the printer’s; Burns 
was one of the friends who gathered subscribers for him. The title-page reads 
“Glasgow: printed by David Niven,” but Niven was primarily a bookseller, and 
Turnbull’s was the only volume of poems issued with his imprint in the 1780s. 
Turnbull comments in his preface that “some unfavourable circumstances in his 
situation, by hastening the publication, has <sic> prevented” the poems “from 
receiving that degree of correction, they would otherwise have obtained,” 
and there is some internal evidence that the book, or at least the bulk of the 
book, was actually printed in Kilmarnock, on John Wilson’s press (the printing-
shop used by Burns, Sillar, and Lapraik), and then distributed under Niven’s 
imprint.12 There is no way of knowing how well the book sold. Of the other 
Kilmarnock poets for whom John Wilson printed books in these years, only 
Burns did not incur a loss.  However, Professor Radcliffe found at least one of 
Turnbull’s poems, his “Ode to Melancholy,” reprinted later that year in a London 

12 By 1788, there was good reason for a Kilmarnock poet to seek out a Glasgow bookseller and imprint 
for the book’s distribution. The market in Kilmarnock for local poetry seeking subscriptions must 
have been discouraging, if not saturated. While Burns had been successful, the other Kilmarnock 
poets, John Lapraik and David Sillar, both lost heavily. But Niven only started printing work in 1785-
86, and had not previously published poetry. The ornaments on the section titles in Poetical Essays 
would seem distinctive to the Kilmarnock printing-shop of John Wilson, at least in the late 1780s: 
among the Wilson book in which they were used between 1786 and 1790 were Burns’s Poems Chiefly 
in the Scottish Dialect, Lapraik’s and Sillar’s poems, sermons by John Russell and William Peebles, 
and the Wilson reprint of Ramsay’s Tea-Table Miscellany (see Scott, Scottish Literary Review, 7:1 
[2015], 8-19). This at least suggests that the bulk of the book may have been set and printed in 
Kilmarnock before Turnbull’s flitting. Ornaments are not necessarily unique to a single printer, but 
city booksellers or printers often outsourced book work to printers in smaller towns, and I have 
found these ornaments in only two of Niven’s other publications in the relevant period, both from 
1787: Geoffrey McCalman’s Treatise on Tea, and Thomas Dyche, A Guide to the English Tongue.
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periodical.13 
Nor is it clear quite when or why Turnbull left Kilmarnock. Most sources, 

based on the Niven title-page, say that he moved from Kilmarnock to Glasgow, 
and his preface to Poetical Essays has the endnote “Glasgow, Oct. 24th 1788.” By 
April 1789, Burns was trying to track him down so that he could forward some 
of the subscription money he had collected, writing from Ellisland to James 
Hamilton, a Glasgow grocer with a shop in the Trongate:

I have written twice to my brother Poet, Mr Turnbull, but as I 
have not had a word from him in return, I suspect he has left 
Glasgow.—I owe him some money for copies of his poems.—
He sent me 6; one of them I had paid before, and one of them is 
still on hand; so the price of four is ready for him (Letters, I: 399).

A month later, Burns wrote again to Hamilton, to say he had sent money 
for five copies at 2s. 6d. each, by the carrier “for Mr Turnbull, as I suppose you 
know his address” (Letters, I: 413). But Hamilton had no more luck finding 
Turnbull than Burns had done, because a month later it was Turnbull’s Glasgow 
publisher David Niven who made out a receipt to Burns for the 12s. 6d.14

In April 1789, in writing to the London newspaper editor, Peter Stuart, Burns 
had included for possible publication Turnbull’s short poem in Scots, “Epitaph 
on a Miser.” It duly appeared in Stuart’s Morning Star, which printed it along 
with one of Burns’s own poems, and it was then reprinted in the Freemason’s 
Magazine and the New Monthly Magazine.15  Although the poem appeared with 
the signature “G.T.,” Stuart seems to have thought it was by Burns himself, who 
set him straight in a follow-up letter: “The Epitaph is not mine. I must beg you 
never to put my name to anything I send, except where I myself set it down at 
the head or foot of the piece” (Letters, II: 409). Turnbull should have felt flattered 
by the misunderstanding.  

If, as Burns thought, Turnbull had moved on from Glasgow, he may have 
gone to Paisley. The only early detailed biographical account of Turnbull, by 
Thomas Crichton, describes Turnbull as a friend of the Paisley poet Alexander 
Wilson.16 Or he may already have joined up with a theatre company. One of 

13 Poetical Essays, pp.151-152; New London Magazine, 4 (November 1788): 603. 
14 Niven’s receipt, dated Glasgow, 26 June 1789, is reproduced in Peter Westwood, ed., 

The Definitive Illustrated Companion to Robert Burns, 8 vols. [15 parts] ([Irvine]: privately 
published in conjunction with the Distributed National Burns Collection Project, 2004), 
vol. 7, p. 4154. 

15 G. T., “Epitaph for a Miser,” Morning Star, May 1, 1789; Freemason’s Magazine, 4 (May 1789), 348 
(headed  “By a North Briton”); New Monthly Magazine, V (July, 1789), p. 358; and cf. Patrick 
Scott, “Scottish Bards and English Printers: Robert Burns, Gavin Turnbull’s ‘Epitaph on a Miser,’ and 
Conjectural Emendation,” Editing Burns for the 21st Century (University of Glasgow), posted July 3, 
2017: http://burnsc21.glasgow.ac.uk/blog/

16 Crichton, as in n. 6 above. 
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Turnbull’s later poems, his prologue to The Embarkation, suggests that in 1790 
he may have been connected with the second theatre in Edinburgh, the Royal 
Circus, later the New Theatre, or perhaps even with a similarly-titled theatre in 
London.17  

The only known manuscript in Turnbull’s hand seems to be from this 
unsettled period after Turnbull left Kilmarnock.  It is an undated, half-page 
letter or note to John Wyllie in Kilmarnock, telling him to hang on to some 
books, till Turnbull sent further instructions, and complaining that “Stewart has 
used me very ill, none so ill in short.”18 If the books in question were unsold 
copies of Turnbull’s Poetical Essays, then the letter would presumably date from 
1788-1789. The other page of the letter indicates that Turnbull was already 
involved with a theatre, as it has a transcript in Turnbull’s hand of a song by 
the Irish playwright John O’Keefe, from his comic opera The Poor Soldier (1783). 

It is not till September 1793 that is there is more definite information, when 
Turnbull and his actress-wife joined the company at the recently-built theatre 
in Dumfries, headed by the actor-manager J. B. Williamson and the youthful 
star (and future Mrs. Williamson) Louisa Fontenelle.15 The theatre opened for 
the 1793-1794 season on September 25, when Turnbull (whom we know from 
other sources was below average height) played Little Pickle in The Spoiled 
Child, and Mrs. Turnbull played Mrs. Pickle.19 It was a busy life: the theatre had 
performances four nights a week, and each performance might include two 
plays and an interlude or tailpiece or other items. An advertisement in the 
Dumfries Weekly Journal announced that, on October 23rd, 1793, “by particular 
desire of the Dumfries and Galloway Hunt,” the theatre would present a 
packed bill with The Beggar’s Opera, by John Gay, with Turnbull starring as 
Peachum, and Mrs. Turnbull in a minor role as Mrs. Slammerkin; The Critic, by 
Richard Brinsley Sheridan, with Turnbull as the Earl of Leicester; and a Naval 
Engagement between the Spanish Fleet and the English Fleet, to conclude 

17 Annotations to “The Embarkation,” in The Collected Poems of Gavin Turnbull Online, ed. 
Scott, Knox, and Mann (University of South Carolina, 2015):  http://lichen.csd.sc.edu/
turnbull/poems/prologue-to-a-pantomimical-piece-called-the-embakation-performed-
in-the-royal-circus-1789. 

18 Gavin Turnbull, Autograph letter, signed, with song transcript, M’Kie Collection, Dick 
Institute, Kilmarnock: image at: 

 http://www.futuremuseum.co.uk/collections/people/key-people/burns/manuscripts/
letter-from-gavin-turnbull-with-song-.aspx.

19 Little Pickle, the lead role, was often a breeches part, played by one of the younger women 
stars of the company: Louisa Fontenelle had famously starred as Little Pickle in London. 
Otherwise unattributed material in this paragraph comes from Colin Morton’s typed but 
unreferenced notes from the Dumfries Weekly Journal, in the Colin Morton Archive, Ewart 
Library, Dumfries. 
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with “Britons, Strike Home” and “Rule Britannia” in full chorus.20 On October 
29, Willliamson began advertising “the grand serious pantomime,” Oscar and 
Malvina, a recent London hit featuring violence, revolution, sexual predation, 
and Scottishness, which ends with kilted highlanders storming the usurper’s 
castle to rescue Malvina from his evil clutches.21 

Turnbull’s role in the Dumfries theatre included being the theatre’s in-
house author, composing verse-prologues and songs, and writing his own 
one-act comedy The Recruit. This theatrical writing, along with a few poems 
reprinted from Poetical Essays, was published in Turnbull’s second, much 
shorter collection, Poems by Gavin Turnbull, Comedian (Dumfries, 1794).22 
Examples include his prologue for “The Embarkation,” mentioned earlier, and 
an orotund “Prologue ... to The Heroine, A Comedy by William Reid Blacksmith” 
“Written and spoken by Mr. Turnbull, at the Theatre, Dumfries.”23 The most 
substantial of Turnbull’s theatrical poems is his prologue to Allan Ramsay’s The 
Gentle Shepherd, in which Ramsay appears in person (“I’m Ramsay’s ghaist”) to 
report on his reception among the immortals:

When Death, that camsheugh carl, had fell’d me,
And first Elysian fouk beheld me,
My auld blue bonnet on my head,
And hamely Caledonian weed;
They cry’d, “preserve’s: what’s yon droll body,
That gangs just like a niddy noddy?
‘Tis some bit poor auld Scottish herd”:
“Na faith!” quo’ Hermes, “he’s a Bard,
Sic as the deel a’ mae ye’ll find,
And ane of the Dramatic kind.”

20 Dumfries Weekly Journal, October 22, 1793; cf. also the playbill for a single evening the 
previous season (November 26, 1792), featuring Wycherley’s The Country Girl, starring 
Williamson and Louisa Fontenelle, Mrs. Worrell singing “The Soldier Tired of War’s Alarms,” 
Miss Fontenelle declaiming Burns’s new poem “The Rights of Women,” Mr. Meadows 
singing a favourite hunting song, Sheridan’s The Critic,  this time with Mr. Bland as the Earl of 
Leicester, the Naval Engagement again “between Admiral Drake and the Spanish Armada, 
with Fire Ships, &c. &c., and the British Navy Triumphant,” and once again concluding with 
“Rule Britannia”: reproduced in Robert P. Irvine, “Burns’s Politics “In Another View”: Late 
1792/Early 1793,” Studies in Scottish Literature, 41 (2015): 131-163 (p. 140). 

21 For a plot summary, see [William Reeves], Songs, Duets, Choruses, and Argument of the 
New Ballet Pantomime (Taken from Ossian) called Oscar and Malvina: or, The Hall of Fingal, 
Performed at the Theatre Royal, Covent Garden, 5th ed. (London: Cadell and Davies, 1795). 

22 Gavin Turnbull, Poems by Gavin Turnbull, Comedian (Dumfries: for the Author, 1794). 
Publication may have been an attempt to drum up money before the Turnbulls left 
Dumfries, or even, following the precedent of Burns and the Kilmarnock edition, to raise 
funds so they could emigrate.

23 For “The Embarkation,” see Poems, pp. 8-10; the prologue to The Heroine was not in Poems, 
but was published in the Columbian Herald [Charleston, SC] (March 26, 1796). 
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Syne he pronounc’d aloud my name,
A current passport for my fame. ...
And a’ that had a spunk of grace
Gied me kind welcome to the place (Poems, pp. 10-11).24

In Dumfries, Turnbull reconnected with Robert Burns, who by then had 
moved down from the farm at Ellisland and was now an excise officer for the 
Port of Dumfries. On October 29, 1793, Burns wrote to George Thomson, who 
had recently issued the first part of his Select Collection of Original Scotish Airs, 
copying out three songs by Turnbull, and pressing Thomson to include them 
in the next tranche of the series.  The Select Collection typically printed two 
sets of words for each air, one in Scots and one in English. Thomson had not 
liked one of Burns’s own English songs, but that kind of ad hoc song-making to 
well-known tunes was part of Turnbull’s job at the theatre.   Burns responded:

Your objection to the English song I proposed for “John Anderson 
my jo” is certainly just.—The following is by an old acquaintance 
of mine, & I think has merit.—You will see that each fifth line is 
made to suit the peculiar note you mention.— The song was 
never in print, which I think is so much in your favor.—The more 
original, good Poetry your Collection contains, it certainly has 
so much the more merit (Letters, II: 256). 25

Then, after copying out Turnbull’s song for Thomson, Burns goes on to 
recommend and copy out two more:

The following address of Turnbull’s to the Nightingale, will suit 
as an English song … By the by, Turnbull has a great many songs 
in M.S.S. which [you may, deleted] I can command, if you like 
his manner.—Possibly, as he is an old friend of mine, I may be 
prejudiced in his favor: but I like some of his pieces very much. 
… I shall just transcribe another of Turnbull’s which would go 
charmingly to Lewis Gordon.— (ibid. p. 257). 

It is an extraordinarily generous tribute from a major poet to a minor one, 
suggesting not just Burns’s respect for Turnbull’s metrical skills, but a real 
friendship between the two men.  

24 The best-known theatrical parallel to Turnbull’s strategy is the appearance of the poet 
John Gower as a ghost, introducing Shakespeare’s play Pericles (“From ashes ancient 
Gower is come”), but a more immediate influence might be Turnbull’s friend Alexander 
Wilson’s poetical defense of Robert Ferguson over Allan Ramsay, published in The Laurel 
Disputed (Edinburgh: Guthrie, 1791).   

25  Letters gives only one stanza from each Turnbull song.  The full texts were printed in 
Paterson, The Contemporaries of Burns, pp. 110-112, and are also included in The Complete 
Works of Gavin Turnbull Online.  The original letter is in the Morgan Library, New York. 
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One element in the friendship may have been their shared, or overlapping, 
experience in the changing political situation in 1790s Scotland, as still-
popular reformist ideas of liberty, equality and fraternity came up against a 
government crackdown that increasingly equated radical reform with sedition. 
The Dumfries theatre itself, as a new progressive development for the burgh, 
was linked to the reformers, but it is some of Turnbull’s non-theatrical poems 
from this Dumfries period that reflect the political climate, and his kinship with 
Burns. In 1794, when reprinting his earlier poem “The Cottage,” Turnbull added 
a new stanza, rebuking aristocratic luxury quite as plainly if less memorably as 
Burns does in “Is there for honest poverty”:

Ye, who in lordly halls and bow’rs abide,
And at who’s nod obsequious menials bend,
May boast your gay attire and gilded pride,
And rant and roar, and many thousands spend.
But cou’d your haughty minds once condescend
To leave a while the formulas of state,
Ye’d see sweet peace and happiness attend
The humble cot, and at an easy rate,

More real joy and bless the simple swains await (Poems, p. 19). 
Because this new final stanza follows from the depiction of the independent 

small farmer in the previous stanzas carried over from the original version, it 
perhaps escapes the political ambiguity inherent in such pastoral idealization 
of the poor. Significantly, Turnbull retained this  extra stanza when he later 
reprinted the poem in a South Carolina newspaper.26  

Another poem first published in 1794, Turnbull’s satire “The Clubs,” gives a 
more detached or cautious view, portraying the heated political enthusiasm 
and debate in the Dumfries inns as not so different from other forms of 
convivial intoxication:

Another vows his resolution
Is to o’erturn the constitution.
A chap, mair noisy than the rest,
Declares he likes the——what is’t, best?
And swears, by blood, and death, and hell—
He kens what he would do himsel’!
Whilst others, at a less expence,
Are counted miracles of sense;
Important looks, and shrugs, and hitches,
Do mair than twenty learned speeches! (Poems, p. 30).

Turnbull’s views cannot of course simply be equated with Burns’s.  Robert 
Crawford has contrasted Turnbull’s attitude in “The Clubs” with Burns’s more 

26  Columbian Herald and New Daily Advertiser [Charleston, SC] (March 8, 1796).
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radical political stance, and this is especially clear in Turnbull’s concluding 
lines:

With us let all disputes be ended;
The times by words will ne’er be mended.
My principle, if I dare mention;— 
I’m sworn a foe to the Convention.
I’ll honour Freedom while I live,
But, such as British laws can give!
And though not able to defend
My Liege, my aid I’d freely lend:
And while I’ve breath I’ll gladly sing
That loyal song, ““god save the KINg!” (ibid.). 

The reference here is to the Conventions held in Edinburgh by the Society 
of the Friends of the People, whose leaders were each in turn arrested for 
sedition, and also to the well-known incident in the Dumfries Theatre in 
December 1792, when a riot broke out as the audience in the pit started singing 
the French revolutionary song “Ça ira,” while hissing “God save the King,” and 
afterwards Burns had to defend himself to his superiors in the Excise against 
accusations that he had joined in.27 Crawford contrasts Turnbull’s conclusion 
here with the subversive ambiguity of Burns’s conclusion to his song “The 
Dumfries Volunteers,” that “While we sing God save the King, / We’ll ne’er forget 
the People!”28 

There was certainly reason for Turnbull to be politically cautious, as Burns 
had to be.  When the Dumfries actors, including Turnbull, toured across the 
border to Whitehaven in March 1794, and performed the inflammatory Oscar 
and Malvina, the Earl of Lonsdale had them all arrested under the Vagrancy 
Acts, which covered unlicensed travelling actors.29 The arrest was recorded 
in several contemporary newspapers and was also commemorated in a long 
anti-Lonsdale poem, prudently advertised as available only from a bookseller 
in the Isle of Man imprint, safely beyond Lonsdale’s autocratic reach and 
mainland British legal jurisdiction.30

The incident also features in the poem “Fragment—Epistle from Esopus to 

27  Letters of Robert Burns, ed. G. Ross Roy, 2 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1985), II: 166, 173.   
28 Crawford, The Bard [Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009], 385; Poems and Songs, ed. 

Kinsley, 3 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon, 1969), II: 764-765, III: 1469.  
29 In this episode, and for Turnbull’s American years, this discussion draws, with additional 

material, from  my essay “Whatever Happened to Gavin Turnbull? Hunting Down a Friend 
of Burns in South Carolina,” Robert Burns Lives!, ed. Frank Shaw, 159 (2012), at:

 http://www.electricscotland.com/familytree/frank/burns_lives159.htm.
30 Derby Mercury (April 3, 1794); Chester Chronicle (April 11, 1794); Patrus Pindarus, Secundus, 

Gent., An Irregular Poetical Epistle to … James, Earl of Lonsdale ([N.p.]: printed for the Author 
at a private Press, 1794). 
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Maria,” usually attributed to Robert Burns (Kinsley II: 769-771). This is variously 
titled in different editions, and in one transcript by John Syme is headed 
“Fragment—Part Description of a Correction House”:

From these drear solitudes and frowzy cells,
Where Infamy with sad repentance dwells;
Where Turnkeys make the jealous portal fast,
Then deal from iron hands the spare repast; (lines 1-4)

Written in the voice of J. B. Williamson (“Esopus”), it includes references 
to several plays that would later feature in the repertoire in Charleston, and 
its second section describes a performance in Dumfries of Oscar and Malvina. 
The poem also highlights the political atmosphere in Dumfries in 1793-1794, 
because it includes a third-person description of Burns himself, portraying him 
as a marginalized radical, at risk of arrest for sedition, confinement in the hulks 
(prison ships) in London, and then transportation to Australia like the Scottish 
radical Thomas Muir of Huntershill:

The shrinking bard adown an alley sculks,
And dreads a meeting worse than Woolwich hulks—
Tho’ there his heresies in Church and state
Might well award him Muir and Palmer’s fate (lines 39-42).

The actors were in due course released to scuttle back over the border 
to Dumfries. One question about the resulting poem “Esopus to Maria” has 
been the difference of perspective between the first part (about the acting 
company) and the second part (about, and then addressed to Maria Riddell). 
In 1930, DeLancey Ferguson argued that the poem, which was first published 
long after Burns’s death, was not in fact written by him.31  Of course, Burns could 
have learned the details of the Whitehaven incident from local gossip or from 
talking with Turnbull and the other actors, but the chief reason Kinsley gives 
for attributing the poem to Burns was that in 1794 there was no other poet in 
Dumfries capable of writing such good satiric couplets (Kinsley III: 1471). There 
is better evidence than that, but those who share DeLancey Ferguson’s doubts 
about the Burns attribution might consider whether Turnbull had a hand in at 
least the opening sections.

The scary fiasco in Whitehaven, along with financial disputes between 
Williamson and his actors over benefit-proceeds, were the immediate causes 
why Williamson’s theatrical company left Dumfries after the 1793-94 season 
and broke up, but the changed political climate might also have played a role 
in encouraging both the Turnbulls and the Williamsons to consider leaving 
Scotland. Turnbull’s decision that year to rush a second brief book into print 
may have been an attempt to drum up money before the Turnbulls left 
Dumfries.  Indeed, following the precedent of Burns and his later explanations 

31  J. DeLancey Ferguson, “Robert Burns and Maria Riddell,” Modern Philology, 28:2 (1930): 169-184.
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of why he published the Kilmarnock edition, Turnbull may have hoped the 
book might pay their passages to America. 

The story has always been that Turnbull went to America, but for 200 years 
there was no information about where he settled, or what he did when he got 
there. Certainly the poetry Turnbull wrote in America was till recently unknown 
to Scottish readers or scholars. It is now established that, in November 1795, 
Turnbull joined one of the two theatre companies in Charleston, South 
Carolina. Aside from brief tours, he remained in Charleston the rest of his life. 
While the immediate reason for emigrating was economic, he also embraced 
the young republic as a land of political freedom, writing patriotic odes to 
Columbus and for General Washington’s birthday.32 He lived at then-modest 
addresses in downtown Charleston; census records indicate  that the Turnbulls 
did not own or hire slaves. In May 1796, he wrote a poem about the major fire 
that swept through Charleston.33 In 1813, when Britain and America were at 
war, he took American citizenship.34

Charleston had long had Scottish connections, but during the Revolution 
some prominent Charleston Scots had been loyalists, and Scottishness fell 
under suspicion. Turnbull still identified himself strongly as a Scot. In his first 
Charleston season, from November 1795-May 1796, the Turnbulls appeared in 
79 performances, with two plays and often extra songs or interludes in each 
program, the same pattern as Dumfries.35 Turnbull brought to the Charleston 
stage a number of Scottish plays that had been in the Dumfries repertoire, 
including Home’s Douglas (in which he played Glenarvon), Ramsay’s Gentle 
Shepherd (for its Charleston premiere, a Masonic charity fundraiser, where he 
played Bauldy), and Oscar and Malvina (where he played Fingal), as well as his 
own comedy The Recruit, with the two Turnbulls performing together. After the 
first season, the Turnbulls were joined in Charleston by Mr and Mrs Williamson, 
who rather upstaged them, and took all the leading roles. For her first benefit 
night, on March 6, 1798, Mrs Williamson (Miss Fontenelle) recited “the Rights 
of Woman,” “written at her particular request, by the late Mr. Robert Burns of 

32  “Ode to Columbus,” in City Gazette and Daily Advertiser [Charleston], March 5, 1796;” A 
Tribute to the Memory of the Late Illustrious Gen. George Washington. Written for the 
4th of July, 1802,” “delivered by the Author on his benefit night at the Charleston Theater,” 
published in Massachusetts Spy [Worcester, MA], June 8, 1803, and reprinted in Spectator 
[New York, NY], July 6, 1803.  

33  Columbian Herald and New Daily Advertiser [Charleston, SC], May 18, 1796.
34  Marion B. Hemperley, “Federal Naturalization Oaths, Charleston, South Carolina, 1790-1860, part 3” 

South Carolina Historical Magazine, 66 (1965), 219-228 (p. 225). 
35 See Eola Willis, The Charleston Stage in the XVIII Century with Social Settings of the Time (Columbia, SC: 

the State Company, 1924; repr. New York: Blum, 1968); W. Stanley Hoole, The Ante-Bellum Charleston 
Theatre (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1946); Richard P. Sodders, The Theatre Management 
of Alexandre Placide in Charleston, 1794-1812, 2 vols., unpub. Ph.D. diss. (Louisiana State University, 
1983). 
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Scotland, the Ayrshire Bard, from his manuscript and not yet printed in his 
works.” She died of yellow fever in 1799, but bit by bit J. B. Williamson took over 
the company.  

Some at least of Turnbull’s new writing in Charleston continued to be 
theatre-related. When he first started publishing in the Charleston newspapers, 
his contributions were headed “by Mr Turnbull of the City Theatre,” and among 
the poems he published in Charleston was a new song, “Monody. Malvina to 
Oscar.”36 Later he began publishing also in periodicals elsewhere in America. 
In 1808 one of his Scots poems, “The Auld Fiddle,” was republished in the 
prestigious Philadelphia magazine Port Folio, perhaps through the interest of 
another Scottish emigrant poet, his old friend from Paisley, Alexander Wilson, 
who worked for the magazine’s publisher.37

Despite his own truncated formal education, as time went by Turnbull 
supplemented his work for the theatre by teaching, taking a few students into 
his house; in the Charleston city directories of 1809 and 1813, his occupation is 
listed as schoolmaster. Financial security seems to have eluded him. Proposals 
seeking subscribers for a new collection of his writings, in 1797 and again in 
1800, came to nothing. When he died in 1816, aged fifty-one, a Charleston 
newspaper asked its readers to consider “the melancholy fate of genius 
crushed by indigence,” optimistically proposing a collected edition, including 
new poems, prose lectures, and an additional stanza to his Burns poem “The 
Bard,” all to raise funds for his widow and children, as Currie’s edition had 
done for Burns.38 One reason for supporting a collected Turnbull edition, the 
advertisement suggested, was “the mention made of him by Dr. Currie, in his 
elegant biography of the Ayrshire Bard Burns.” This proposal also failed, and the 
unpublished writings seem to be lost.   

Yet Turnbull does not seem to have been discontented. One of the poems 
he published in Charleston offered advice to “a friend dissatisfied with his 
situation.”

In vain from place to place we roam,
In vain we quit our native home, ...
And hope to find serener skies
Where, undisturbed, contentment lies. ...
Bright reason wisely whispers “Care,
Weak man, will haunt thee ev’rywhere:”
Content alone can boast the charm
That can the busy fiend disarm.39

36 Columbian Herald and New Daily Advertiser [Charleston, SC] (March 22, 1796). 
37 Port Folio [Philadelphia], 6 (August 20, 1808): 127-128.
38 Charleston Courier (June 3, 1816).
39 Turnbull, “Ode to a Friend, dissatisfied with his situation,” Columbia Herald, May 23, 1796, ll. 

1-2, 5-6, 57-60.
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It is not necessary to make exaggerated claims for Turnbull’s poetry, but 
Burns’s friendship and support for Turnbull should make one approach it with 
respect. If Turnbull is still, in his own phrase, “a bard unkend,” his poems are 
worth rediscovery. The poetry of Burns’s Ayrshire contemporaries, the poetry 
written by labouring-class Scottish poets, and the stylistic interplay between 
18th century poetry in Scots and that written in the Augustan tradition—all 
these have been receiving renewed scholarly and critical attention.40 Beyond 
or alongside these scholarly concerns, however, Turnbull’s poetry and his story 
retain a human interest, carrying his lively voice across the passing of two 
centuries.

Signature of Gavin Turnbull 

40 See, e.g., Carol McGuirk, Robert Burns & the Sentimental Era (Athens, GA: University of Georgia P, 
1985) and Reading Robert Burns (London: Pickering & Chatto, 2014), esp. ch. 1; David Hill Radcliffe, 
“Imitation, Popular Literacy and ‘The Cotter’s Saturday Night’,” in Critical Essays on Robert Burns, ed. 
Carol McGuirk (New York: G. K. Hall, 1998), 251-279; Corey E. Andrews, “’Almost the same but not 
quite’: English Poetry by Eighteenth-Century Scots,” Eighteenth Century: Theory and Interpretation, 
47:1 (2006): 59-79; Nigel Leask, Robert Burns and Pastoral (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2010); Gerard 
Carruthers, “Robert Burns’s Scots Poetry Contemporaries,” in Burns and Other Poets, ed. David 
Sergeant and Fiona Stafford (Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 2012): 38-52; Corey E. Andrews, The Genius 
of Scotland (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2015), esp. pp. 94-103. 
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Expletive
An article in the Times of 18th March expounded on the British use of swear 

words noting ‘shite’ as our favoured expletive. This  prompted responses to the 
Letters Page from Burns Enthusiasts,

March 23rd; Sir, Andrew Elison noted (Mar 18) that ‘shite’ was by far the 
favourite swear word of us Britons, and quotes Prof Simon Horobin in dating 
its earliest use as an expletive in James Joyce’s ‘Ulysses’ in 1922. Nevertheless, 
Robert Burns used it in 1795, in ‘Grim Grizzel’. This poem featured a ‘mighty 
dame’ of a dairy farmer who demanded that her cow Hawkie drop its dung just 
where she wanted it. In vain did her herdsman, John o’ Clods, tell her that cattle 
simply did not behave like that, to order, and the poem continues;

“Shite, shite, ye bitch,” Grim Grizzel roar’d,
 Till hill and valley rang;
“And shite, ye bitch,” the echoes roar’d
 Lincluden wa’s amang

(Which is followed by a continuing absence of cow-dung.)
This is not a use of the word ‘shite’ exactly as an expletive, but one could 

imagine a very short step before it was so-used, rather earlier than Joyce.
Professor Craig Sharp, Former Veterinary Surgeon, Birmingham.
March 25th. Sir, Professor Craig Sharp (‘Mucky word had its roots in Burns’, 

letter Mar 23rd) tells us of the word ‘shite’ in the 1795 poem ‘Grim Grizzel’.  
However, Robert Burns uses this word earlier as an instruction to Dr Hornbook’s 
patients in his ‘Death and Dr. Hornbook’, 1785, Here the grim reaper is unable 
to ply his trade successfully as Dr Hornbook thwarts his every effort. He writes;

Ev’n them he cannot get attended,
Altho’ their face he ne’er had kend it,
Just shite in a kail-blade and send it’
  As soon ‘s he smells ‘t,
Baith their disease, and what will mend it,
  At once he tells ‘t.

It is clear from this that diagnosing ailments through the post is not as 
revolutionary as one might think.

Michael Campbell, Conon Bridge, Ross and Cromarty.
The original Times article credited Cypriots as the most sweary, with one 

in every hundred words, Britons using only one in every one thousand words, 
clearly Mr Elison has never been north of the border.
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Immortal Memory 
Burns and the Scottish People

Christopher A. Whatley
When a person is voted the public’s 

‘Greatest Ever Scot,’ as Robert Burns 
was in 2016 in a poll conducted by the 
National Trust for Scotland, it might 
seem odd there would be justification 
for a book which makes as its central 
theme the proposition that Burns 
‘belongs to the mainstream of Scottish 
history.’  However, that is exactly what 
highly-respected historian Professor 
Christopher A. Whatley has done in 
his excellent Immortal Memory – Burns 
and the Scottish People. This is not a 
headline-grabbing volume written 
to cash in on some anniversary of the 
Poet but is all the more worthwhile 
because it offers a balanced and 
copiously well-researched analysis of 
the crucial role Burns played in shaping 
Scottish society in the years after his 

death and even up to the present day.  One of the strengths of the book is 
that the author’s claims and propositions are backed up by over 700 pertinent 
references.     

Despite the countless books written about Burns, Whatley points out 
that it has been left to literary scholars, rather than historians to answer the 
question of why Burns became ‘first among equals’ and the object of so much 
veneration despite writing in an ‘almost untranslatable’ Ayrshire vernacular 
language. This book is his attempt to correct that shortcoming and the result is 
a comprehensive and fascinating historical account which assesses contrasting, 
and often competing, views of Burns in different localities but also constructs a 
wider national narrative showing the multifaceted influence of Burns’s afterlife 
on an ever-evolving identity of Scotland.  What becomes clear from Whatley’s 
receptive approach to the evidence is that Burns’s legacy was potent and 
consistently aroused passions in many quarters.  His observation that, ‘in life Burns 
the poet had multiple voices. In death many grasped at and sought to inherit 
his legacy,’ is the spur for the book’s detailed examination of different aspects 
of the poet’s contested memory and how he was used by different factions 
as an exemplar to promote one belief system or another at different periods. 
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Following the massive social and economic changes brought about by the 
industrial revolution, a growing awareness of nationhood, a quest for liberty 
and greater social equality are all topics upon which Whatley demonstrates that 
Burns had a powerful influence. By examining the fund-raising, production, 
and unveiling ceremonies associated with sculptures of Burns in different 
localities Whately painstakingly builds up a rich and diverse national narrative. 
He highlights how councils up and down the country vied for the prestige of 
having the best statues, and how writers, newspaper editors and churchmen 
all used, or abused, Burns’s memory to further their own agendas. However, 
he also weaves into the narrative the creative influence Burns inspired in other 
writers, thinkers and poets including many women.

Throughout the book Whatley is keen to highlight the prominent role 
played by Burns Clubs and the Burns Federation in promoting and safeguarding 
the built heritage associated with the Poet but also in ‘promulgating his lessons 
and encouraging, missionary-like, the study of his works’ as interest in statuary 
declined, both aspects which the Federation is still active in pursuing today. 

In light of the current debates raging about the future political status of 
Scotland this volume serves as a very timely reminder of the complexity of the 
term ‘national identity’ which cannot be applied universally across the country 
or reduced to a simple definition through a pithy quote from Burns.  This is a 
splendid, thought-provoking, contribution to our national debate and deserves 
to be read by anyone with even the remotest interest in our ‘Greatest Ever Scot’ 
and the role he has played in our history.
Immortal Memory
Burns and the Scottish People
Christopher A. Whatley
ISBN 978-1-910900-08-6
Birlinn                                                                  
£14.99. 

Mike Duguid
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The Kilmarnock Burns:
 A Census

Allan Young and Patrick Scott
I first came across this project when 

Allan Young presented a preliminary 
version of his census in 2009  at 
the University of South Carolina’s 
conference ‘Burns at 250’, I spoke with 
him afterwards about his work and 
the interest there would be from Burns 
enthusiasts for this study.

When I became Editor of the Burns 
Chronicle shortly after I sought him out 
and pressed him for an article indicating 
his findings, an article appearing in the 
edition of Summer 2011.  Naturally his 
searches had taken him to the University 
of South Carolina and Prof Patrick 
Scott later joined the enthusiasm and 
encouraged Mr Young to develop his 
project with a view to bringing it to print, 
joining him as co-editor contributing 

much to the finer detail that has been incorporated.
This work is the first modern attempt to track down how many copies of 

Burns’s first book still survive.  Only 612 copies of the Kilmarnock edition were 
printed, quickly selling out and launching Robert Burns literary reputation. The 
book has since been prized by collectors and enthusiasts. Many copies have 
been sumptuously rebound and the price of this treasure has risen substantially. 
There has been long ongoing speculation among Burns enthusiasts about 
how many “Kilmarnock Editions” survive out of the 612 originally produced in 
1786, this study now captures a snapshot of where they are today and traces 
known movements over time past. I will not spoil the story by revealing here 
how many “Kilmarnocks” are detailed and listed but encourage everyone to 
obtain a very reasonably priced copy from Amazon.

The book opens with an introduction, by Allan Young, about the project 
and its findings, including a list of important “lost” copies, followed by Patrick 
Scott’s account of how the Kilmarnock was published and how it became a 
collector’s item. 

The study describes the present appearance of each of the surviving 
copies, including any inscriptions, tracing, their previous ownership and its 
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significance.  In addition, drawing on print and digital evidence for copies 
that have previously been reported,  documenting the larger story of public 
interest in Burns and Burns collecting from the early nineteenth-century to the 
present day.

Allan Young, is an expatriate Scot, resident in Fort Lauderdale, Florida, 
He spent his career in the construction industry, retiring in 1998, A long time 
enthusiasm for Robert Burns led to him begining this long study several years 
ago, presenting a preliminary version of his findings in 2009, at the University 
of South Carolina’s conference Burns at 250, and publishing a first report in 
2011 in the Burns Chronicle. In 2015, he visited Scotland to add to his earlier 
research. 

Patrick Scott is editor of Studies in Scottish Literature, Distinguished Professor 
of English, emeritus, and former director of rare books at the University of 
South Carolina,  home of the G. Ross Roy Collection of Robert Burns & Scottish 
Literature. He is an honorary research fellow in the Centre for Robert Burns 
Studies, University of Glasgow. He is a very good friend of the Burns Chronicle.

The Kilmarnock Burns: A Census
Allan Young & Patrick Scott
South Carolina Scottish Literature Series, no. 3.
Studies in Scottish Literature  and University of South Carolina Libraries.
Available from Create Space or Amazon
ISBN: 978-1976245107.  
$24.00; £18.00; €20.00.

Bill Dawson
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R. D. S. JACK
(April 3, 1941-December 14, 2016)

For more than forty years, “R.D.S. Jack” (Ronnie Jack), who died late last year, 
has been one of the most distinctive voices in Robert Burns studies.  He was 
first known as a scholar on other aspects of Scottish literature, but he wrote 
extensively on Burns, showing immense regard for Burns’s achievement as a 
poet and great acuteness in tracking Burns’s poetic techniques.   

Ronnie was born in 1941, in Ayr, and as a boy participated in the Burns 
Federation schools competitions. Performing Burns was a skill that Ronnie 
retained and honed and polished over the years, and he recalled that “having 
heard ‘Ca’ the yowes’ sung thirty times, you never forget the words!” At age 
twelve, he recited “Scots wha hae” for the great Russian Burns translator 
Samuel Marshak, then on a visit to Scotland.  Ronnie went on to university at 
Glasgow, switching from law to English, getting a first class degree in 1964, 
and then moving over to Edinburgh, where he earned a PhD, married Kirsty, 
and would teach for the next forty years, latterly as Professor of Scottish and 
Mediaeval Literature. His standing as a scholar was recognized by a DLitt from 
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Glasgow, and fellowships of Royal Society of Edinburgh, the Association for 
Scottish Literary Studies, and Glasgow’s  Centre for Robert Burns Studies. 

He was already well-established as an expert on earlier Scottish literature 
when he first wrote about Burns, with five brief pages in his book The Italian 
Influence in Scottish Literature (1972), dealing briskly with Burns’s disparagement 
of Italian composers, but finding Italian sources for two of Burns’s songs.1 Eight 
years later came The Art of Robert Burns (1982), co-edited with Andrew Noble. 
Stating that “Burns was the least simple of men,” the volume aimed “to question 
…facile assumptions and dull, received opinions,” and to examine the “quite 
extraordinary elusive nature of both Burns’s personality and his rhetorical 
and poetical modes.” Ronnie himself contributed a discriminating essay on 
Burns and Bawdy. The Burns Chronicle found it all “unduly iconoclastic,” but it 
represented a new generation in the academic study of Burns and several of 
the essays have been deservedly influential.  

From then on, Ronnie was in regular demand as a Burns speaker, both in 
Scotland and in the United States. The resulting publications included essays 
on Burns and freedom, Burns and satire, Burns’s influence on Wordsworth, 
Burns in relation to the English poets, Burns and classical rhetoric, Burns and 
the vernacular revival, and Burns and translation. His lectures always offered 
surprises (though he once said he told himself beforehand “I must be duller, I 
must be duller”), and he delighted in being unconventional, as with “Neither 
drink nor love constitutes a major part of Burns’s personal philosophy of 
freedom, … they are but brief floutings of a Fate which will return unappeased 
later,” or  “The reader … who reads only Scottish poets and so ignores Pope 
and Wordsworth will, I fear, achieve an inadequate view both of Burns and of 
his contribution to literature,” or, wanting to demonstrate that Burns’s poems 
are not always Burn’s own voice, using “John Anderson, my Jo,” spoken, he said, 
by “an aged, faithful married woman who sings to her equally ancient and 
faithful partner,” and commenting dryly that “None of the states imagined here 
were, or could be, remotely Burns’s.” He had always set his understanding of 
Burns in a broad, comparative, multi-language context, and it was inevitable 
that he would in his last years before retirement be involved with the huge 
Bibliography of Scottish Literature in Translation, and its significance for 
international Burns studies. 

One of his last major essays on Burns, in Robert Burns & Friends (2012), 
discussed Burns’s effectiveness as a dramatic poet. As always, Ronnie started 
from the idea that Burns’s poetry was essentially oral.  Among other poems, 
Ronnie discussed Burns’s “Lament of Mary Queen of Scots,” with its moving 

1 For a list of Ronnie Jack’s publications about Burns, see Sarah Carpenter and Sarah M. Dunnigan, 
eds., “Joyous Sweit Imaginatioun”: Essays on Scottish Literature in Honour of R.D.S. Jack (Amsterdam: 
Rodopi, 2007); or (for Burns items only), my  “Ronnie Jack and Robert Burns,”  Robert Burns Lives!, 249 
(January 5, 2017): http://www.electricscotland.com/familytree/frank/burns_lives249.htm. 
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anticipation of death and a “peaceful grave” (“Nae mair, to me, the autumn 
winds / Wave o’er the yellow corn”), which he cited as “one of the most 
touching stanzas Burns ever wrote.” But the main part of the essay is an 
extended analysis of Burns’s “Tam o’ Shanter,” based on his own experience 
as a performer. He discusses the several different voices in the poem, 
differentiating the moralistic narrator from Burns himself, and he offers a 
neat, almost schoolmasterly,  outline of the tale’s dramatic structure, a five-
act sequence, with Burns providing clear pointers for the reader or performer. 
Burns attracts biographers, Ronnie suggests in closing, “because his life was, in 
itself, dramatic,” but critics should be wary of interpreting Burns’s poetry “on its 
own histrionic terms.” 

This is, of course, a very impersonal retrospect on Ronnie’s contribution to 
the understanding of Burns.  I was a junior colleague of Ronnie’s at Edinburgh 
in the early 1970s, but in a different field, and ironically I got to know him better, 
and understand better his distinctive approach to Burns’s poetry, when he 
visited South Carolina, for conferences in 1996 and 2009, and especially when 
he came as Roy Fellow in 2003. I never got wholly used to the idea that Ronnie 
had metamorphosed into Prof. R.D.S. Jack, MA, PhD, DLitt, FRSE, FEA, but in 
some ways it never really changed him.  Other obituaries have paid tribute to 
his reputation as a scholar of medieval and Renaissance Scottish poetry, and 
his pioneering later work on J. M. Barrie. But I hope also that this account will 
help Ronnie’s very substantial contribution to Robert Burns studies continue 
to be recognized and understood by future Burnsians.   

Patrick Scott    
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Janet L. B. Saint Germain 
Janet Lindsay Burns Saint Germain, 74, formerly of New York City, latterly 

of Dorset, Vermont, passed away at home on September 23, 2016. Janet was 
a devoted bibliophile with a lifelong interest in Scottish history and culture. 
She was active in many clubs, with memberships in the Hroswitha Club of New 
York, Grolier Club of New York, and Association International de Bibliophile. 
She decided a few years ago that she would donate her collection of Scottish 
Literature to a suitable institution in Scotland and selected the Innerpeffray 
Library who redeveloped their premises to receive these magnificent 
treasures, including a holograph manuscript Burns’ Poem, a Kilmarnock 
edition, and other rare early editions, together with a 1476 Duns Scotus, a 1644 
first edition of John Knox’s Historie of the Reformation,  a 1775 first edition of 
Samuel Johnson’s Journey to the Western Isles ,and a number of David Hume 
first editions. 

Ronnie Crichton
I was deeply saddened to learn of the passing of Ronnie Crichton in 

early 2017. From my first days on the broad circuit of Burns enthusiasm he 
was a ubiquitous figure on the Edinburgh Burns scene, attending almost any 
event and representing Edinburgh Association at Burns Federation Executive 
meetings.  I came to know this quiet genial gentleman as one of extensive 
knowledge and understanding in Burns with a considered opinion that earned 
due respect.

In later years health restricted his travelling but he continued his avid 
pursuit of Robert Burns, particularly at the Edinburgh Festival, contributing 
many reports on all manner of Burns shows to the Burns Chronicle with a 
discerning critique. He will be greatly missed by his many friends throughout 
Scotland, especially at Festival time.

I will miss his reports in the Chronicle, as I will sorely miss my great 
Edinburgh friend in Burns.

B.D.
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A Suppressed Poem of Robert Burns ?
James Davidson, Past President, Mauchline Burns Club

Recently I received on loan a scrapbook of old newspaper cuttings, all 
with a Mauchline theme dating from the 1870’s. I perused the contents and 
discovered the following articles which may be of interest to Burns Chronicle 
readers;-

From The West Lothian Courier 5th September 1887.
A recent visitor from Bathgate to ‘The Land Of Burns’ has succeeded in 

unearthing the following satire, which is without doubt from the pen of the 
great Scottish Bard and has been suppressed for reasons which are not  difficult 
to guess. The piece which is printed on a slip of old fashioned paper after the 
style of the old ballads and bears the above title, which is in the possession of 
Alexander Marshall and his wife, a worthy couple of octogenarians who now 
occupy Nanse Tinnock’s famous howff in Mauchline, and who have had the 
print in their possession for many years.

Our informant passed a night under the hospitable roof of the old couple, 
who it is scarcely necessary to say, believe firmly in the authenticity of the 
composition. Mrs Marshall remembers well of Mrs Burns (Jean Armour) coming 
frequently to Mauchline to visit her sister, a next-door neighbour, and used to 
run her errands, being a girl.  

The piece has never appeared in any published collection of the poet’s 
works, and was no doubt printed for private circulation among a few choice 
spirits. Nanse Tinnock’s house it will be remembered was a favourite resort 
of the poet, and is referred to in his ‘Earnest Cry and Prayer to The Scotch 
Representatives of The House of Commons’.  According to well authenticated 
local tradition, it was here that ‘The Holy Fair’ was first given to the world, the 
poet reciting it to a select company on a Sunday between sermons, when 
he had come in for the customary refreshment, accompanied by his brother 
Gilbert and their sweethearts. The house is situated in Castle Street, Mauchline 
but is no longer a public house.

To gull the mob an’ keep them under
The ancients told their tales of wonder

A pious fraud, a Holy blunder
A rainbow sign

An earthquake or blast o’ thunder
Were [sic] held divine

By those who’ve faith to swallow dozes
A wondrous story nothing loses

The dextrous feats ascribed to Moses
As proof as plain
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O’ sleight o’ hand as Herman boze’s
Legerdemain

Believe the stories of tradition
The Royal magic competition

Let sense give place to superstition
‘Oh sacred fountain’

Which can a midge by faith’s volition
Swell to a mountain

A God o’ mercy just and good
Held forth as in an angry mood
Droonin’ the world all in a flood

To punish hymen
And turning water into blood

Just like a demon !

He murdered thousands in a trice
Made Egypt swarm wi’ frogs and lice;

Had he made coos and sheep and rice;
His hungry hordes then

Might ilka ane hae got a slice
And praised their Lord then.

Wi’  hocus-pocus rod in hand
Like Mother Goose’s magic wand

They could the elements command
As legends run

Divide the sea or burn the land
Or stop the sun.

Their prodigies bombast surpasses
Like aykes the ocean stood in masses
They’d flying prophets speaking asses

Besides a saut wife
Their am’rous ghosts o’er  came the lasses

Wha lived that life.

Their Samson’s strength lay in his hair
Their zealous waters sterling were
Showers of fire cam’ throu’ the air

Like brimstan’ danders
Saints lived in fire by virtue rare,

Like salamanders

The Apostle Paul by fancy’s whim
Soared up to heaven as in a dream

And Satan brought him back, t’would seem
So says himself

But how would Nick to heaven clim,
Wha’s chained  in hell ?
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This damn’ed old wily serpent Nick,
Was promised lang a mighty kick,

But turn’d the chase and played the trick
Wi’ God’s forst-born

He got him scourged , nail’d on a stick,
An croon’d wi’ thorn

Just search the subject thro’ the piece
‘Tis fraught wi’ blunders such as these

That Rev’rend priests their flocks may fleece
Wi’ wily conscience

Teach human beings by degrees
To swallow monsense

The Sov’reign leaders of each faction
Join hand in hand in close compaction

To set God’s kingdom up for auction
A lumpin bargain

Drive silly mortals to distraction
Wi’ their damn’d jargon.

Yet mortal truth still gain the day
Illum’d by nature’s glorious ray,

Anathemas shall flee away
Wi’ priests and De’ils,

Sound reason shall the sceptre sway,
Hard at her heels.

The same scrapbook contains a reply from the Reverend Wilson Baird, 
United Presbyterian Church, (North Parish Church) Mauchline  dated Sept 15

th 

1887. The Rev Wilson Baird was the minister from 1875 to 1925. He does not 
‘hold back’ in denouncing the work as not being from the pen of Robert Burns, 
writing;- 

“In your issue of 2 weeks ago you speak of a poem being unearthed in 
Mauchline, and said to be by Burns. I presume you take your information from the 
West Lothian Courier of 5th Sept 1887 where the poem is given in full the editor 
remarking that it is without doubt from the pen of the great Scottish Bard. The 
poem is a most scurrilous production, and crops up periodically from certain well-
known quarters where the wish is father to the thought. It is a miserable travesty of 
the scriptures and worthy only of the coarsest scepticism. Poetry in it there is none, 
though it is a poor imitation of the rhythm of Burns.

As an admirer of Burns, I have been at some pain to investigate the matter, and 
I trust I have cleared the fact from the implied and intended charge of course and 
vulgar scepticism. The poem appeared in the ‘Oracle of Reason’ in 1843. The editor, 
though his wish might be to connect the poem with Burns, and would have done 
so had he been able, said he did not believe it to be from Burns’ pen, but gave it as 
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he got it and left his readers to judge for themselves.
The poem cut from this paper is still in the possession of Mr Hugh Gibb who 

resides in Mauchline, and who neither believes it to be from Burns, nor approves 
of its coarseness and blasphemy. Some 20 years ago Mr Gibb gave a copy to some 
friends who in due course forwarded it to the ‘National Reformer’. This paper for 
some time refused to print it, not believing it to be genuine, but afterwards gave it 
space. It is a cutting from this paper that is now in the possession of Mr Marshall.

The piece is simply ‘Doggerel’ as well as blasphemous and would ruin the 
character of any writer. In the final analysis, is the poem a genuine work of Robert 
Burns, suppressed because of subject matter and the expected reactions of the 
clergy and supporters? It wouldn’t be the first time that Burns withheld publication 
because of these factors. Also Burns makes no secret of his ‘Wicked - Rhymes’.”

In Rev George Gilfillan’s “The National Burns” he quotes Dr Grierson; 
“Years ago I saw three poems in Burns own hand, one of them is the poem 

‘The Thames flows proudly to the sea’; the other two were totally unsuitable for 
publication. Or is it a rouse designed to imitate the style of Burns but in a time 
when the masses were struggling to read and write, someone went to a lot of 
bother to compose thirteen stanzas of poetry.”

The poem was written at least prior in 1843. That would indicate an 
educated person but their work provided no recognition or reward for their 
endeavours as they remain anonymous. I leave the final judgement on whether 
it is Burns or not to the readers.

Editorial Note;
The above poem has never been admitted to the canon of Burns works 

since it first emerged around 1815. Not even those editors who so eagerly 
sought to boast “never before published” considered the above worthy of 
a page. The supposed attribution is typical of the widespread practice of 
attaching the reputation and popularity of Burns to verses supporting a 
political or religious stance in furtherance of a particular cause of the day. 
There have been many instances of such spurious attributions over the years 
and indeed these continue to this day.

Dr James Mackay, in his “Burns A – Z, A Complete Word Finder” included a 
large appendix of Dubious and Spurious Works which have at some point been 
published as “Burns’ work”.  The above is not amongst them.

The Editor hopes that the forthcoming Oxford Edition settles such issues 
for the foreseeable future.                         

See also, D. McNaught, Burns Chronicle 1902 pp 112 - 114
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The Robert Burns World Federation
President 2017 – 2018

Ian McIntyre
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A Message from President Ian McIntyre
To be elected President of The Robert Burns World Federation is the 

ultimate honour to be bestowed upon an enthusiastic Burnsian and proud 
Scotsman.  I am following in the footsteps of recent Presidents who have done 
an incredible job over the past four years turning around the financial crisis 
which had threatened the existence of our organization. This has been done 
by stringent financial management and an increasingly businesslike approach 
to the management of the Robert Burns Federation. The future is shrouded 
with cautious optimism but we cannot afford to take our eye off the ball or we 
are likely to return very quickly to days of difficulty. 

Strategic planning is the most obvious and clearest way to take the Robert 
Burns World Federation forward. To this end, we welcomed Marc Sherland 
as Membership Director and Chris Waddell as Youth and Education Director. 
Both these Non Executive Director appointments will provide creativity in 
the retention and recruitment of members, the key to long term growth of 
the Federation. There are many challenges ahead as we compete in a world 
which offers so many opportunities for hobbies and interests.  I have total 
confidence in the skills Marc and Chris bring to us to take forward the work 
we commissioned last year with the University of Strathclyde in terms of 
membership recruitment. This is central to survival and future proofing the 
Robert Burns World Federation for generations to come.

Although I am essentially a traditionalist, I see the need to take the Robert 
Burns World Federation forward by a process of planned and managed change. 
My desire in doing this is in an open and transparent way which involves the 
key people, our membership.  I plan to follow in the footsteps of my immediate 
predecessors and provide strong and inspirational leadership over the coming 
year. My Presidential diary has taken Moira and I to Canada two days after 
Conference. I look forward  very much to further travels and  to meeting 
members wherever they are and enjoying the fellowship of our Burns family.

Ian McIntyre
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Conference 2017
The 2017 Robert Burns World Federation Conference and AGM was held at 

Peebles Hydro on 8th to 10th September 2017 and began on Friday evening 
with an informal dinner followed by entertainment from ‘Luath’ along with 
several delegates.

President Bobby Kane welcomed everyone to the AGM on Saturday 
morning. Overseas delegates introduced themselves and were warmly 
received. A list of obituaries was read and a one-minute silence was observed.

Published reports were received with President Bobby providing an update 
on the current financial situation, in Jim Thomson’s absence.  The members 
were again reminded of the turnaround in the Federation finances in the last 
four years and the delegates showed their appreciation of Jim Thomson and 
the office bearers for the work they put into this. Members were urged to think 
about what they could do to generate continuous income.

In addition to his report Mike Duguid as Literature Convenor advised that 
there are 45 Chronicles yet to be digitised, Potential sponsors are invited, to 
contact the office.

Following the Marketing report, Murdo Morrison advised delegates that 
the first RBWF calendar was available to order.  

Editor Bill Dawson advised that the bulk of the content for the Chronicle 
was with the printer.  Bill also encouraged those Club Secretaries gathered 
to consider the benefits of passing the Club Chronicle around the Club or to 
purchase additional copies for Club Members.  The Chronicle promotes and 
stimulates interest and will lead to an improvement in the knowledge of club 
members.

Marc Sherland then gave his first report as Membership Director.  With 
a presentation on Membership, using statistics from 2012-2017, showing 
a deteriorating situation in all membership areas except schools.  Marc 
explained that a task force was set up to look at everything within the 
membership category.  Clubs bring in the most income and we must look at 
clubs encouraging club members to join the Federation.

President Bobby then advised delegates that a decision has now been 
taken to form a sub-group to look at the Articles of Association which were last 
reviewed in 1999, and therefore potentially required updating. Bill Nolan has 
been charged to form this committee and will report back when any suggested 
are ready to be brought to the Board.

All other reports were as published.
The following Posts for Election have received a single nomination 

therefore the Candidates are elected by acclamation.
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President  - Ian McIntyre
Senior Vice President  -  Bill Nolan
American Director -  Leslie Strachan
Canadian Director -  Ronnie O’Byrne
Pacific Rim   –  Jim O’lone
There were two candidates for the office of Junior Vice President and both 

were invited to give a short presentation to the members.  Votes were cast, 
postal votes included and added Brian Goldie was duly elected.

Election of Conveners
Each position has only one nomination and the following were elected by 

acclamation.
Literature  - Mike Duguid
Heritage Convener - David Miller
Schools Convener - Isa Hanley
Conference Convener - Jane Brown
Marketing Convener - Murdo Morrison
Editor  - Bill Dawson
Archivist  - Bill Dawson
Membership  - Marc Sherland
Education  - Chris Waddell
Under Other Business Kay Blair advised conference delegates that the 2018 

Lasses Lunch will be held on 20th May 2018 and SVP Ian McIntyre offered a 
vote of thanks to the chair.

On conclusion of the formal part of the AGM, President Bobby Kane  
announced that again this year there were to be presentations of Honorary 
Presidents Medals to John and Margaret Skilling and to Jane Brown. These 
honours were very graciously received.

The afternoon seminar on Robert Ferguson was presented by Dr. Rhona 
Brown and was very well appreciated by those attending.

At the Inauguration Dinner on Saturday evening Ian McIntyre received the 
Presidential chain from Bobby Kane and Ian presented Bobby with his Past 
President’s Medal.  Toasts were made and dancing followed.

Sunday morning worship was led by Rev. Graham Finch with President 
Ian McIntyre and Immediate Past President Bobby Kane contributing to the 
service.
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The Robert Burns World Federation Limited

(A company limited by guarantee)

Statement of financial activities (incorporating the income and expenditure account)

For the year ended 30 April 2017

The notes on pages 8 to 15 form an integral part of these financial statements.

Page 5

Unrestricted Restricted 2017 2016

funds funds Total Total

Notes £ £ £ £

Income

Incoming resources from generating funds:

Voluntary income 2 70,022 10,485 80,507 82,599

Activities for generating funds 3 19,653 - 19,653 14,242

Investment income 4 1,184 - 1,184 1,215

Total incoming resources 90,859 10,485 101,344 98,056

Expenditure

Costs of generating funds:

Cost of generating voluntary income 5 10,640 - 10,640 5,753

Charitable activities 6 71,013 11,447 82,460 93,910

Governance costs 7 1,924 - 1,924 2,176

Total resources expended 83,577 11,447 95,024 101,839

Net income/expenditure for the year 7,282 )(962 6,320 )(3,783

Other recognised gains and losses

Gains/(Losses) on revaluation

 of investment assets 12 6,044 - 6,044 )(1,544

Net movement in funds 13,326 )(962 12,364 )(5,327

Total funds brought forward 69,609 27,028 96,637 101,964

Total funds carried forward 82,935 26,066 109,001 96,637

The statement of financial activities includes all gains and losses in the year and therefore a separate statement of total

recognised gains and losses has not been prepared.
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The Robert Burns World Federation Limited

(A company limited by guarantee)

The notes on pages 8 to 15 form an integral part of these financial statements.

Page 6

Balance sheet

as at 30 April 2017

2017 2016

Notes £ £ £ £

Fixed assets

Tangible assets 12 1,193 2,383

Investments 13 45,318 39,273

46,511 41,656

Current assets

Stocks 9,991 7,677

Debtors 14 1,131 1,289

Cash at bank and on hand 58,704 58,584

69,826 67,550

Creditors: amounts falling

due within one year 15 )(6,210 )(10,318

Net current assets 63,616 57,232

Total assets less current

liabilities 110,127 98,888

Accruals and deferred income 16 )(1,126 )(2,251

Net assets 109,001 96,637

Funds

Restricted income funds 26,066 27,028

Unrestricted income funds:

Unrestricted income funds 76,891 71,153

Revaluation reserve 6,044 )(1,544

Total unrestricted income funds 82,935 69,609

Total funds 17 109,001 96,637
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New Honorary Presidents

President Bobby Kane with John and Margaret Skilling
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Jane Brown proudly displays her Honorary President’s Medal and Certificate.
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The Robert Burns World Federation
Office Bearers, Directors and Conveners

PRESIDENT 
Ian McIntyre

KIRKCUDBRIGHT
president@rbwf.org.uk

Office Manager, Margaretann Dougall     Assistant, Beverley Thomson

 The Robert Burns World Federation
Kilmarnock

01563 572469
admin@rbwf.org.uk 

www.rbwf.org.uk

SENIOR VICE-PRESIDENT 
Bill Nolan
Irvine
seniorvicepresident@rbwf.org.uk

SCHOOLS
Patricia Leslie
East Kilbride
schools@rbwf.org.uk

CONFERENCE
Jane Brown
Symington
conference@rbwf.org.uk

LITERATURE
Mike Duguid
Twynholm
literature@rbwf.org.uk

USA
Leslie Strachan
Bedford, VA 24523
STRACHANL@aol.com

PAST PRESIDENT
Bobby Kane
Blackburn
immediatepastpresident@rbwf.org.uk

JUNIOR  VICE-PRESIDENT
Brian Goldie
Falkirk
juniorvicepresident@rbwf.org.uk

HERITAGE
David Wilson
Dumfries
heritage@rbwf.org.uk

MARKETING
Murdo Morrison
Wishaw,
marketing@rbwf.org.uk

PACIFIC RIM
Jim O’Lone
Fremantle
Western Australia 61060
pacificrimdirector@rbwf.org.uk

CANADA
Ronnie O’Byrne
Ontario  L0R 2C0
canadadirector@rbwf.org.uk

ARCHIVIST
Bill Dawson
Alloa
archivist@rbwf.org.uk
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Patrons
East Ayrshire Council
Isle of Arran Distillers
Golden Wonder

Honorary Presidents
George & Enez Anderson
Shirley Bell
Jane Brown
John Cairney
Joe Campbell
John Chapman OBE 
Alex & May Crawley
Alistair Gowans
John MacMillan
Murdo Morrison
John & Margaret Skilling
James Todd, Provost of East Ayrshire
Boyd Tunnock CBE

The Robert Burns World Federation 2017
Honorary Members
James Boyd
Robert Dalziel
Allan Dunsmore
Patricia Ferguson MSP
Anne Gaw
Grange Academy
Mac Irvin
Joe McGinty
May McGuffog
St Petersburg Gymnasium. 
University of Glasgow Crichton Campus.
Peter & Ann Westwood
Lodge Royal Arch West Kilbride 

Corporate Members
Centre for Robert Burns Studies, University of Glasgow
Dumfries & Galloway Libraries & Archive Centre 
Glasgow Life
Hamlyns of Scotland
National Burns Memorial Homes
Robert Burns Birthplace Museum
Robert Burns Quiz
Stirling 1314 LLP
West Sound Radio

Clubs                    
Ayrshire
Afton Lily Burns Club (Cumnock)
Alloway Burns Club
Ayr Burns Club 
Ayr Police Burns Supper
Ayrshire Association of Burns Clubs
Barr & District Burns Club
Barrmill Jolly Beggars B C
Cumnock Jolly Beggars BC
Dailly Jolly Beggars
Dalry Burns Club
Dundonald Burns Club
Garnock Burns Club
Howff Burns Club (Kilmarnock)
Irvine Burns Club
Irvine Lasses Burns Club 
Kilbirnie Rosebery Burns Club
Kilmarnock Burns Club
Kilwinning Burns Club
Lamlash Burns Club
Largs Cronies Burns Club

Largs St Columba Burns Supper
Logangate Burns Club (Cumnock)
Lugton Burns Club 
Mauchline Burns Club 
New Cumnock Burns Club 
Newmilns Burns Club
Prestwick Burns Club
Skelmorlie “Poosie Nansie’s” Burns Club
West Kilbride Burns Club

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

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

Schools
Kirkinner Primary School

Edinburgh & The Lothians
Airts Burns Club (Prestonpans)
Armadale Bessie Burns Club
Balerno Burns Club
Edinburgh Burns Club
Edinburgh District BC Assoc
Fauldhouse & Crofthead B C
Grants Braes Burns Club
Harburn Men’s Rural Institute Burns Club
Marchbank Burns Club
Portobello Burns Club
Rotary Club of Whitburn

Seton Burns Club
Tranent 25 Burns Club
Thorntree Mystic Burns Club

Schools
George Watson’s College
Balgreen Primary School
Dean Park Primary School
Eddelston Primary School
Linlithgow Bridge Primary School
Simpsons Primary School
Tynewater Primary School
Windyknowe Primary School
St David’s RC Primary School
Williamston Primary School

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

Schools
Busby Primary School
Eaglesham Primary School
James Aiton Primary School
Kilbowie Primary School
Langbank Primary School
Fintry Primary School

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

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

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

Lanarkshire
Airdrie Burns Club
Allanton Jolly Beggars BC
Cumbernauld & Kilsyth District BC
Hamilton Burns Club
Kilbryde Burns Club 
Lanarkshire Association of Burns Clubs
Larkhall Burns Club
Larkhall Prof & Businessmen
Lodge Blantyre Kilwinning
Ravenscraig Burns Club
Uddingston Masonic Burns Club
Wishaw Businessmen’s Burns Supper

Schools
Carbrain Primary School
Carluke Primary School
Long Calderwood Primary School
Newarthill Primary School

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

Schools
Auchtermuchty Primary School
Cairneyhill Primary School
Carleton Primary School
Coaltown of Balgownie School 

Dulloch Primary School
Dunbog Primary School
Kennoway Primary & Community School
Letham Primary School
Park Road Primary School
Pitteuchar Primary School
South Park Primary School
Torbain Primary School
North Queensferry Primary School

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

Schools
Alva Primary School
Bainsford Primary School
Bantaskin Primary School
Deanburn Primary School
Dunblane Centre Youth BC
Strathdevon Primary School
Lauriston Primary School
Whitecross Primary School
Falkirk High School
Carnmuirs Primary School

Tayside
Arbroath Burns Club
Burns Club of Abernethy 
Dundee Burns Club
Kinross Jolly Beggars 
Montrose Burns Club
Perth Burns Club
Robert Burns Lodge of Dundee
Strathearn Burns Club

Schools
Abernethy Primary School
Ancrum Road Primary School
St Lukes & St Mathews PS
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St Pius Academy
Strathcathro Primary School
Warddykes Primary School

Scottish Borders
Borders Association of BC
Coldstream Burns Club
Eyemouth Clachan Burns Club
Galashiels Burns Club
Hawick Burns Club
Kelso Burns Club

Schools
Kirkcudbrught Primary School

North of Scotland
Aberdeen Burns Club
Elgin Burns Club
Ellon Burns Club
Fettercairn Burns Club
Fraserburgh Burns Club
Inveraray Burns Club
Inverness Burns Club
Peterhead Burns Club
Rosehearty Burns Club
Stonehaven (Fatherland) BC 
Strathpeffer Burns Club
The Enthusiasts Burns Club (Inverness)
The Stick Lum Street BC (Rosehearty)
Wester Ross Burns Club

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

Ireland
Belfast Burns Association
Stevenstown Pond Trust Ltd.

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

London and South England
Burns Club of London
Cal Soc of Colchester & District
Caledonian Society of London
Caledonian Club Trust Ltd
Cheltenham Scottish Society
Dover & East Kent Scottish Society 
Harrow & District Caledonian Soc
Herefordshire Burns Club 
Robert Burns Clubs of Guildford
RT Burns Club (Dagenham)
Swindon & Dist Cal Soc
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Rest of Europe
The Clansmen E.V.
Robert Burns Society, Austria
Robert Burns Society of Maastricht 
Scottish Soc. of Jersey

Schools
Kyiv School N.56 
Junior Burns Club of Secondary School of 
Plosk “Young Ukrainian Burnsians”
State Secondary School No.606,
St Petersburg
Zalishchyky State Gimnasia, Ukraine

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

232  no. Individual Members

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

Non-Geographic Clubs
Association of Past Presidents
CICE’s Burns Club
Robert Burns Guild of Performers
Robert Burns Guild of Speakers
St Petersburg Forum
Scottish Fire & Rescue Services BC
Scottish Presidents’ Assoc. (England)

78 no. Family Members
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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. 
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