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JOHN CAIRNEY BA, MLITT, PHD is a man of many parts. Actor, writer, painter and storyteller, he first took to the stage at the age of 17 with the Park Theatre Company in Glasgow in 1947. After National Service with the RAF in Germany he made his return to theatre, training at the College of Drama in Glasgow. In a career that has lasted more than 60 years, he has played Romeo, Hamlet, Macbeth, Cyrano de Bergerac, Robert Louis Stevenson, William McGonagall and Ivor Novello but mainly he is remembered for his solo Robert Burns. This began in 1965 with Tom Wright’s play There Was a Man which he performed at the Traverse Theatre, Edinburgh and the Arts Theatre, London. The play was televised twice, recorded as an album for REL Records, Edinburgh, and produced as a video for Green Place Productions, Glasgow.


Cairney made many film and television appearances throughout the 1960s and ’70s as well as writing and recording his own songs for EMI at Abbey Road in London. However, his career has since been taken over by Burns with only a two year break for BBC2’s This Man Craig. The Burns trail brought him a good living, extensive world travel, good friends and his wife Alannah O’Sullivan, the New Zealand actress and writer whom he married in 1980. After nearly 20 years of living in New Zealand the couple are now returned to Scotland.


As well as his books on Burns, Cairney has published 18 other titles, including three volumes of autobiography, two novels, three football books, a book of essays about Glasgow, a book about theatre practice and another about solo performers.


Cairney’s paintings have been exhibited in New Zealand and in Scotland. His Nine Lives of Burns were shown at the Burns Birthplace Museum, Alloway in 2012 and more recently his Stations of the Cross were displayed in Glasgow as part of the Lentfest Festival 2014 and at St Bride’s Church in Bothwell. His most recent project, a series of paintings called The Marian Way, was exhibited in St Patrick’s Church, Glasgow during October 2015. John still finds time for solo appearances and book shows.
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Preface


It’s a well-known fact that Andrew Carnegie, the Dunfermline-born industrialist, was a passionate admirer of the poet Robert Burns. This throws an interesting new light on the character and reputation of Carnegie. That he was inspired from youth and throughout his life by a poet – and an egalitarian, intensely romantic one at that – is perhaps at odds with Carnegie’s image as a ruthless capitalist. Nor was his admiration for Burns some hobbyist whim. There is clear evidence that Carnegie put both his actions and his money where his passion was. Not only did he stipulate that a bust – not of himself but of Burns, Scotland’s national poet – be installed in each of the 2,811 free libraries he famously gifted around the world, but two papers held in the Andrew Carnegie Birthplace Museum in Dunfermline demonstrate the exact nature of his regard. The first is the address Carnegie delivered in 1912 at the unveiling of a statue of Burns in Montrose. Carnegie had contributed to the funding of the statue at a time when other benefactors had been hard to find and in his speech he extols Burns’ virtues at length and with great conviction. The second paper is ‘Genius Illustrated from Burns’, an essay in which Carnegie captures the essence of Burns’ prodigious talent. These papers are quoted throughout this volume.


‘Genius’ was the mystery in Burns that first attracted Carnegie: ‘Talent has climbed Parnassus… Genius alone has scaled heights and revealed to us the enchanted land beyond and over the mountain-top.’ However, Carnegie revered Burns not only as a poet but as a philosopher and a prophet. He saw him as a challenger of religious dogma and a champion of republican democracy. Carnegie shared Burns’ love of laughter and song and was also deeply touched by the poet’s tender humanity, his respect for all living things and compassion for human frailty: ‘his spontaneous, tender, all-pervading sympathy with every form of misfortune, pain or grief; not only in man but in every created form of being. He loved all living things, both great and small.’ As a writer himself, Carnegie greatly appreciated too Burns’ vivid leaps of imagination and immaculate word choice.


Born in humble circumstances – Burns almost 80 years before Carnegie – both men had, by their mid-30s, already achieved on a colossal scale. Burns was to die at only 37, leaving behind a body of work of such quality that it would ensure his lasting legacy. Andrew Carnegie had by the age of 33 pledged in a memo to himself to give away any surplus income beyond $50,000 a year, for the good of his fellow man. In so doing he, in effect, became the father of modern philanthropy. How truly remarkable that two young men from the same small country should entertain such powerful instincts which would do so much to shape the world.


Burns is loved the world over but, while he is recognised for his success and good deeds to this day, there are those who judge Andrew Carnegie harshly for his record as an employer, particularly on account of the incident at Homestead Steel Works (of which more later). Carnegie was however a typical employer of his day and, while Homestead did indeed damage his reputation, there is yet much to admire. He directed much of his philanthropy toward the education of workers (including women – Carnegie believed he owed everything good in life to his mother and his wife), as well as gifting libraries and technical institutes musical instruments and countless other benefactions. He took a passionate stance against slavery and war and was, unusually for the time, strongly opposed to racism, contributing to the funding of Tuskegee College for Colored Teachers and providing a pension for its founder,


Booker T Washington. He believed the rich should be taxed more severely than the poor and that every citizen should have a vote. He introduced pensions for his workers, and for many teachers, and set up trusts for the effective and continuing disbursement of his fortune after his death. One of the trusts most precious to him was the Hero Fund for the recognition of those who lost their lives in acts of peacetime heroism.


In a life that was much honoured, Carnegie never hid his delight in being made an Honorary Vice-President of the Burns Federation and took great pride in being elected a life member of the Greenock Burns Club, the oldest Burns Club in the world: fitting tributes to his practical efforts to make Burns better known around the globe, especially in the United States.


Andrew Carnegie drew on the poetry and ideas of ‘his favourite’ Burns for both inspiration and solace: this modest book attempts to show how this, combined with a shared belief in the ‘brotherhood of man’, underpins the respect that one famous Scot felt for another, a respect that was to be both life-changing and lifelong.


John Cairney


Glasgow, 2016
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Detail of Burns from an 1828 painting by Alexander Nasmyth currently owned by the National Galleries of Scotland




 


The Tycoon and The Bard


Andrew Carnegie and Robert Burns


Humble Beginnings


ANDREW CARNEGIE, the first son in a poor weaver’s family, was born in Dunfermline, Fife, during a thunderstorm on the night of 25 November 1835. Similarly, Burns was born in a storm in Ayrshire as a poor farmer’s son on the night of 25 January 1759.


Each was his own man, distinctive and individual, but the common thread was their deep passion for equality in all humanity. This showed itself in almost every line of Burns’ poetry and in many of his songs.


Carnegie called Burns the ‘Apostle of Democracy’ and frequently upheld the poet’s egalitarian vision. This twinning of views may go some way towards understanding the bond that tied an industrial giant, who became a multi-billionaire, to a literary genius who died in comparative poverty. Carnegie was unashamedly fired by the genius of Burns from early boyhood and he was never to lose this unbridled enthusiasm for the man or his work. Naturally, this relationship was one-sided. Burns died 39 years before Carnegie was born but the farmer-poet had written words that inspired Carnegie to a genuine devotion that was to last until his own death in 1919.


Burns and Carnegie, born 76 years apart on opposite coasts of the same land, shared a hunger for knowledge. They pounced on that same God-given thread and used it to create their own individual coat. They read everything and anything that came to hand, training their memories to store information – an ability that was later to stand both in good stead.


Burns was taught first by his father and then, although poor, by a hired tutor, John Murdoch, who had him reading, at the age of seven, the New Testament, Fisher’s English Grammar, the Spelling Book and Masson’s Collection of Prose and Verse. For relief there was The Life of Hannibal and the History of William Wallace. Carnegie, on the other hand, equally poor, read only what was available from his father and relatives, friends and neighbours. In this way, at only ten, he discovered Robert Burns and was never to let him go. It was a relationship that offered inspiration and practical sustenance, especially towards the end of his life.


Burns, arguably the world’s most famous Scotsman, was voted Scot of the Millennium by the Scottish people in 2000. There are clubs devoted to him in 200 countries and there are more statues of him around the world than of any other literary or cultural figure. The first stone was raised to him in Bombay in 1812. This need for a sculpted image is perhaps understood when one remembers that the Victorian Age that followed Burns was the age of statues, just as in the later epoch of Carnegie, a man’s status was judged by how big an estate he left, although Carnegie himself held the view that ‘the man who dies thus rich dies disgraced’. Carnegie is for all his deeds for the common good, his humanitarian values and his much publicised vast wealth is, by comparison with Burns, almost anonymous to today’s generation.
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