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Preface


Hear, Land o Cakes, and brither Scots


Frae Maidenkirk tae Johnie Groat’s,


If there’s a hole in a’ your coats,


I rede ye tent it;


A chield’s amang ye takin’ notes,


And faith he’ll prent it…


(On the Late Captain Grose’s
Peregrinations thro Scotland)


This is not the first collection of Immortal Memories, but it is certainly the most comprehensive, in that it covers the 200 years from the very first Burns Supper in Alloway in 1801 to the Millennium Burns Suppers of 2001. Full recourse has been made to the only other collections of speeches available at the time of writing – The Chronicle of the Hundredth Birthday of Robert Burns edited by James Ballantyne in 1859, Printed Orations, Immortal Memories and other Burns Speeches from around the World (undated) edited by Edward Atkinson, Brief Addresses commemorating the genius of Scotland’s Illustrious Bard of 1899, editor John D Ross, There Was a Lad, a collection published by the Burns Club of St Louis, Missouri, USA in 1965. and the Chronicle of the 200th Commemoration of the Death of Robert Burns compiled by Dr Jim Connor of London, Ontario.


The purpose of this present book has been to gather into one volume the best speeches from these volumes as well as those gathered from modern Burns writing and from my own researches to date so as to offer a wide and updated view of Burns to the contemporary reader.


The ‘Immortal Memory’ is the chief toast and centrepiece of the traditional Burns Supper and is offered all over the world to the memory of the poet and songsmith, Robert Burns. To be asked to deliver this oration in honour of Scotland’s National Bard is recognised as a privilege in itself. It is not, therefore, a project that can be taken lightly, but, despite this, the speaker should not be overwhelmed by its solemnity. If it concerns Burns at all, it should have an element of fun. It is, after all, a joyful social occasion – or should be. Its central theme is not that Robert Burns has been dead for 200 years but that he lives on yet in his poetry and song.


It is inevitable in such a compilation that no matter the ingenuity of selection of theme or the variety of individual attitude shown in all these different speeches there is unavoidable repetition and duplication. This has been adjusted as far as possible but the essential quality of what has been said is allowed to speak for itself. The contributor’s views are their own and if, in some cases, their facts vary from accepted Burns scholarship, I am sure it is unwittting and does little harm to the case they offer. The calibre of material generally is high and if it is variable it is this that gives the volume 
its diversity.


These voices deserve to be heard, for they give a broad, informed, illuminating, and, above all, heartfelt view of the poet via the spoken word. Some of the speakers are poets themselves, not so much that they speak in verse, but that they do so with a simplicity born of directness and sincerity. In this area, some written pieces are inserted because they add to the general tone of the chapter in which they appear and offset the speeches selected. I have tried, as far as possible, to obtain permission for all printed extracts used, but where this has been omitted, I should be glad to hear from the source or sources involved so that I might make proper acknowledgement in any future edition.


Accounts of the 1844 Burns Festival in Ayr and the subsequent festivals there from 1975 have been included as well as a chronological account of the development of the Burns Clubs and the Burns Federation based on the official history by Dr James Mackay. Regular annual events like the West Sound Burns Suppers in Glasgow and the Burns Federation’s annual conferences also yield valuable material but it is the contribution of ordinary Burnsians from all over the world that makes this particular publication of interest to the general reader. In telling their story of Burns they are telling their own story, singing their own song. They make a unique choir of voices in a tribute to the written word through the spoken word and the results are now recorded here for all to study, compare, and, hopefully, enjoy.


This book is not a wholly original work. As editor, I have felt free to comment and to develop the theme historically so that it provides, as a corollary, a parallel history of the Burns Movement in the broadest sense. It is intended first as a compilation, an anthology, a storehouse of different Burns fruits as gathered by many different kind labourers in the field. It has been my job to get this rich harvest into the one barn, as it were.


I trust that the resulting volume will have the comprehensiveness and quality its subject deserves. Robert Burns can take our scrutiny, and anyway, he is big enough to survive whatever anybody says 
of him.






John Cairney


Mt Eden, Auckland, New Zealand


November 2002




Introduction


It becomes a man of sense to think for himself.


(Letter to Mr Muir)


The annual Burns Supper, held on or around his birthday, 25 January, has become something of a cult in virtually every country in the world where ‘Scottish’ is spoken – and even where it is not. This is an occasion when people gather around a dinner table to give tribute to a Scottish poet who died more than two hundred years ago. It really is an extraordinary phenomenon. That the dead author of a small book of dialect verse, who lived a short life in an obscure corner of a tiny country, should be so remembered by so many is unique to say the least. It is a signal honour for any writer, and one not given to Shakespeare or Tolstoy or Mark Twain or Charles Dickens. Ironically, the least surprised by all this would be Burns himself. Not long before he died, at only 37, he told his wife, Jean, ‘Don’t be afraid. I’ll be mair respeckit a hundred years after I’m dead, than I am at present.’ He underestimated himself.


Two hundred years after, he is even more respected for what he was – a formidable wordsmith, remarkable poet and a lyricist of genius – but it is the man we are drawn to. In his person, and in his own time, he won the hearts of the ordinary people and, at the same time, drew the admiration of the aristocracy and what he termed, somewhat dryly, the ‘polite and learned’. For a brief time at the end of what is called the Age of Enlightenment, that is between 1750 and 1800, he united Scotland, and almost every aspect of it, in himself. William Pitt, the Prime Minister of Great Britain and Ireland, and exactly the same age as Burns, was a known admirer, although Burns didn’t always admire him. (Oddly enough, Robert Louis Stevenson was to have the same relationship with Gladstone.) In 1786, however, it was surely extraordinary that a self-educated Scottish farm-boy’s goose-quill scratching in rural Ayrshire should reverberate as far as Westminster.


Even English critics and men of letters like W. E. Henley have been drawn to the works of Burns, and that eminent Victorian edited (with T. F. Henderson) the controversial four-volume Centenary edition of 1896. Henley considered that Burns’s first importance in literature was that he represented the final flowering of a great Scottish vernacular tradition before it succumbed to the 18th-century fashion for Englishness among the Scots literati, yet the irony is that Burns’s grounding in letters was, with only a few exceptions, almost entirely English, as the list of his boyhood reading shows. Professor Tom Crawford of St Andrews properly asserts that Burns imbibed as much of an English literary tradition as he did Scottish and this is what makes him unique among writers of that age. He straddled both schools. This is why he was able to speak in a larger voice than that of a mere provincial rhymer. This fact is at the root of his international standing despite the fact that the vast bulk of his work was in his native tongue.


To my mind, this classlessness and timelessness is most apparent in his songs, which are now considered more and more as his main contribution to letters because of the flawless art works they are. Not all of them of course, but there may be as many as a hundred in the nearly 400 he wrote, re-wrote or discovered as fragments, that can be held to a perfect blending of words and music, indicating a rare mastery of two distinctly disparate arts, and a hitherto little recognised industry on his part as a musicologist and song collector. Given his care and concern in this area, why can’t we then learn the correct words of Auld Lang Syne? And why do the ladies insist on singing Sweet Afton when the penultimate line says – ‘My Mary’s asleep by the murmuring stream…’ and the tenors and baritones go on to complain about how ‘my fause lover staw my rose – but ah! he left the thorn wi’ me’ in The Banks o Doon? Even in our free age, such lines de-genderised are ambiguous to say the least. These lyric pearls don’t deserve to be sold as imitations. They tell of feelings, true feelings between men and women in any age. And at any age. See John Anderson, My Jo.


The deeper one digs in nationalism of any kind, the more international it seems to become. Universality is a truth that will out if it is there in the first place. Commonality is a human condition that far outweighs narrow chauvinism. My country right or wrong hardly applies when the work of that country reaches beyond its borders and touches everyone. All great art goes global, because the kind of response it elicits knows no frontiers. We are indeed all Jock Tamson’s bairns.


Which brings to mind, the late and learned Secretary of the Burns Federation, Jock Thomson, once pointed out to me that, while there were only two or three authentic portraits for which Burns sat, everyone seems to have their own idea of what Burns looked like. The only thing all agree upon is that there must have been something essentially likable about the man for his impression to have fixed itself for so long upon a whole nation. Charm is normally evanescent, people grow out of their attractiveness, but he appears to have grown into the very real affection of an entire people.


His personality was such that stories abound about him. Many of these stories are quite untrue but they are good stories for a’ that, and they pass from one generation to another, gathering further apocryphal moss as they go, and so is a legend made. His readiness to seem all things to all men makes him a natural for dramatic representation and impersonation. He has fascinated performers to this very day, myself included. There have been plays about him, films made of his life and loves and countless radio programmes and recordings on every aspect of his works. All of which testifies to the genuine and continuing magnetism in the man. He really must have had something.


From the time he ‘wore the only tied hair in the parish’ and wrapped his fillemot plaid about his shoulders in his distinctive way, he was rehearsing for his role as a player on a larger stage than that offered by Mauchline belles and Tarbolton bachelors. Every spoken word so carefully considered, every written line even more carefully contrived, even every moment of youthful excess away from the grinding farm, was a plank in the bridge he built to cross the divide of prejudice and custom that kept him and his fellow-peasants immured in their rural station. For him, every hand-written page of verse was to him a further step on the way out and up.


He did so first through a local fame as a rhymer, then national fame as a bard and posthumously an international fame as a poet, which even now shows little prospect of diminishing. His public life was no more than a decade, his travels hardly took him further than a few day’s riding from his birthplace, yet Robert Burns must be seriously considered today as the best-known son of Scotland. After all, was he not declared by the Scots themselves in a public poll the Scot of the Millennium?


It all began with one slim book of rhymes – Poems, Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect – published at Kilmarnock on 31 July 1786, one volume octavo, price stitched, three shillings. It caused an immediate sensation in Ayrshire and sold out by subscription in little over a week. The ripples were picked up very soon in Edinburgh and not long after, in far-away London. He burst upon the literary world like a meteor, and just like a meteor, fell to earth, burnt-out and spent. Yet all he had intended in that first printing was to make enough money to emigrate to the West Indies in order to avoid a writ of maintenance from the irate father of a local beauty whom Burns had made pregnant with twins, not once, but twice. At this distance, and bearing in mind all his other protestations around the same time, it is hard to know how much Burns loved Jean Armour, but it is very certain that she loved him.


From their first meeting at a penny-fee dance during Mauchline race week in 1785, till she gave birth to their ninth child on the day of his funeral in 1796, Jean Armour regarded Robert Burns as the only man in her life. Hers was the very object-lesson in female loyalty and forbearance within a relationship and it is telling that her only comment on her husband’s sexual lapses, was – ‘Oor Robin should hae had twa wives.’ That, of course, was her comment for the world. Who knows, however, what she said to him behind closed doors? Poor Jean, she must have suffered greatly in the years they were together but she never ceased to love and care for her man, and in the end I think he must have loved her for it. But by then it was too late.


Burns was the very stuff of which romantic poets are made – handsome, witty, daring and different. And best of all he died young. While he lived, he needed to love in order to write his poetry and inspire his songs. Perhaps Jean, in her womanly wisdom understood this, hence her remarkable tolerance. At any rate, she stood by him and survived Mary Campbell, Nancy McLehose, Maria Riddell, Lesley Baillie, Peggy Chalmers, Anna Park, Jessie Lewars and those countless other women in his life including the nameless ‘very pretty girl, a Lothian farmer’s daughter.’ It is to her, as much as to the rest of his amours (proper and otherwise) that we owe the great legacy of love songs. Songs like Afton Water, Ae Fond Kiss, Wee Thing, Banks o Doon, Comin’ Thro the Rye, Mary Morison, The Rigs o Barley, Green Grow the Rashes O, Ca’ the Yowes, A Red, Red Rose and so many others. Songs the whole world knows.


There is also his wonderful collection of racy, witty adaptations of old Scots songs, and I don’t mean the bawdry, but those robust lyrics like Last Night a Braw Wooer, which he realised, even as he penned them, might never be sung in every withdrawing room. They are still, nonetheless, part of his great opus and demand to be remembered. Taking all in all, surely this an artistic output worth a few kisses here and there, and only three births on the wrong side of the blanket? Without the girls we would not have had the songs.


Then out into the world, my course I did determine.
Though to be rich was not my wish,
Yet to be great was charming…


The 1787–88 Edinburgh experience was both the making and the breaking of him. He entered on the capital with nothing to lose and in the end he got more than he bargained for. Ironically, it was not rakery or drink or any kind of debauchery that brought him to an early end, it was celebrity – or the effects of it. From the time he was lionised in Edinburgh and took his ‘leisurely progress through Caledonia’ with the proceeds of his second edition until he arrived in Dumfries, as arguably the most famous man in Scotland at the time, he was a changed man. It was not that he was indolent, but he never wrote again with the same fervour. He remained as charming and well-liked as ever by both men and women but he appeared to crave fame for fame’s sake in a way that he had never done before. He unashamedly used contacts and well-placed friends whenever he had to, all in the pretext of gaining time to write, but it looked suspiciously like place-serving with more than a hint of sycophancy in many of those well-phrased letters. But who can blame him?


He always had to win his way out of some awkward situation, for the most part of his own making, but not always so. Like so many before him, and since, he found that his novelty in society soon wore off (as he said it would). In the end, he was left with little but his wits to help him survive. In desperation, he had often to take, by his standards, desperate measures. He had only pretended to be the ‘heaven-sent ploughman’. He knew only too well the work that had gone into making him a writer. He never however, pretended that he was other than the self-taught peasant he was. He was too honest 
to claim otherwise.


Unfortunately, his natural aristocracy of mind made him ready enemies from the start among the gentry and they waited their time, knowing it was on their side, not his. They knew better than he, that for all his dazzling talk and dashing airs, he was not one of them. No matter how superbly equipped, mentally and physically, he still did not belong, and he was made very aware of this. Notwithstanding, he had taken on the Establishment but they had taken him in only to spit him out when they had tasted him sufficiently. There was no doubt that for a time, he strode Scotland like a colossus, but in the end he was brought down to size – ordinary size. Thus reduced to appropriate provincial obscurity, he was allowed to slip, virtually unnoticed, into Parnassus.


If Burns was a man’s man he was a thinking man. When he had first come to Edinburgh in November 1786, had been to seek for a second edition of his poems but it was also to look for a new, and more amenable way of life that would allow him time to write. This is why he responded to the idea of entering the Excise Service, but he was looking for a sinecure not a punishing daily regimen on the road. He might as well have emigrated to the Indies as he had first intended. After all, wasn’t that what the book was to pay for in the first place? All he knew was that he didn’t want to farm. He had seen enough of farming since he was seven years old.


He would aim for a safe job and write in his spare time. As it happened, he got his safe job but it was one that would near-kill him by its physical demands – like forcing him to ride two hundred miles a week in all weathers. He did try another farm but it was just as unlucky for him as the others had been for his father, and he walked away from it, ostensibly, a ruined man. In all this time, he had kept writing although he only managed one piece of completed verse, but since that was Tam o Shanter in 1790, his acknowledged masterpiece, it was perhaps worth its exclusivity. From then on till his death six years later, he gave himself almost entirely to songs. But then, what songs they were.


It would be left to a more understanding posterity to restore his stature as a man, and generations of critical analysis to affirm his world status as a literary giant, recognised universally – if only as the author of Auld Lang Syne. But Robert Burns is more than that to all Scots – he is also a national hero, an icon, a legend and as a result, the man himself has been obscured by what can only be called a genuine Scotch myth. In the meantime, ‘facts are chiels that winna ding’ and the most important fact about Robert Burns was the publication of the Kilmarnock Edition in 1786. It was the watershed in his life. Everything led up to this one event and everything thereafter undeniably led away from it.


Whatever his supposed moral and social defects, and no matter any weaknesses of temperament, he must be seen a unique man by any standards and an extraordinary figure in his time. Almost single-handedly, even as he was dying, he rescued a whole body of Scottish song and, in the best of his poetry, bursting out in a flood as it did between 1785 and 1786, he gave voice to an old Scotland that was rapidly disappearing in the then fashionable Anglophilia. Burns’s life-span was was almost exactly that of the Scottish Enlightenment but his Scotland was not yet the North Britain that Stevenson so rightly deplored. The Dying Words of Old Mailie, as the young Burns phrased them, were also the epitaph for an ancient tradition that stretched back to Dunbar and Henryson and the other Makars. He was, as Henley rightly put it – ultimus Scotorum, the last expression of the old Scots world.


He had an uncanny instinct for what was right in the older tradition, especially in its minstrelsy, and he preserved it. He had the true poet’s instinct for what was apt. This allowed him to keep the best of what had been begun by older, often anonymous writers and by adding to it his own lyric genius, he virtually created new songs which still live today as his own. He was, at root level, the ‘satirist and singer of the parish’ telling of ordinary things in unordinary ways so that a mouse, a daisy, a louse become metaphors for a larger world and offer a unique insight remarkable in such a young man. This is the first thing about his genius that is remarkable; he did his finest work so young. Yet he could speak with all the wisdom of the ages, with shrewd insight into men and their manners, and above all with encompassing compassion for every living thing, albeit with a country man’s realistic attitude to animals and all growing things. It was rather that these themes also served his poetic purpose.


In a way, one is almost glad he received no greater patronage or came under any fashionable pressures. He would have lost his special voice. Had he written entirely in English to ingratiate himself with possible patrons, he would have been quite forgotten today. Thankfully, he held to his own muse, which was anything but untutored, and so he survives. Like all geniuses, he knew he was good. He needed that certainty to do what he had to do. This is what gave him the legs to walk straight off the rigs, as it were, and stride across a carpet. He had something to say and he was going to say it.


In a sense, he was a watershed in himself – on the one hand, the culminating expression of the past, and on the other, a pointer towards the new romanticism and the ideas of personal freedom and equality. This Janus-like quality of being able to look forward and backward at the same time is what typifies the artistic greats. They can find the universal in the particular, the timeless in the ephemeral, the meaningful in the absurd and Burns showed this in almost every line he wrote. Which is why we still need the genius of all poets as seers and chroniclers of our human situation. As mere mortals, we are in constant need of reassurance. Some mortals, such as Robert Burns, have been able, in some measure, by their works, to provide this from generation to generation. It is this that keeps them in our memory and thus makes them immortal.


And for more than Scots. The first Russian translation was less than a decade after his death but the Frenchman, Auguste Angellier, with his Etude sur la Vie et les Oeuvres de Robert Burns in 1893 was the first substantial foreign appreciation. This growing interest beyond Scotland was underlined by the publication in Glasgow of Burns in Other Tongues by William Jacks in 1896. Out-of-Scotland interest has been maintained in our own day by two Canadians, Professors Ross Roy and Robert Carnie, working out of universities in South Carolina and Calgary respectively. North Americans would know better than anyone that everybody has his or her 15 minutes of fame or hour in the sun, or whatever. Some even survive to become a nine-day wonder, but only a special few outlive their lifetimes, and Burns has certainly done that – as he himself foresaw.


However, it is what he has left us in the works that really matters. Only what he set down counts in the end. What he said in his writing is the stuff that lasts, not the anecdotes or apocrypha that abound about what he said in his time, although he did this strikingly enough. He has continuing relevance. This is yet another reason why he is so vividly remembered, and it is this on-going vivacity that makes his memory immortal to most Scots.


To understand this, and measure the true proportions of the Burns presence in the world today one must first appreciate the impact of the original book, Poems, Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect. As has been mentioned, the first edition sold out in weeks across the country. People scrambled for copies in the way that teenagers today would clamour for the latest pop record. Robert Heron, a contemporary, and the first to write about Burns, said about the publication:


With his poems, old and young, grave and gay, learned and ignorant, were alike transported. I was at that time resident in Galloway, and I can well remember how even plough-boys and maid-servants would have gladly bestowed the wages they earned the most hardly… if they might procure the works of Burns.


This was testimony indeed, for in 1786, it would have taken a maidservant a week to earn the price of the book. The Edinburgh edition in the following year was even more successful, and it put money in the poet’s pocket as well. Enough to allow him to travel around Scotland like a gentleman, taking his applause like an actor, but the experience unsettled him completely for the ten years he had left of his life. He had, by his own efforts, risen from local rhymer to national Bard of Scotland, duly proclaimed and sanctioned. From then on it was only a matter of the rest of the world.


Since the first nine guests assembled for the very first ‘Burns Supper’ in 1801, there have been countless ‘Immortal Memories’ of Scotland’s Bard delivered by every kind of speaker to all sorts of audiences in most of the English-speaking world – and even where English is not spoken. The guid Scots tongue is by no means mandatory and Burns is still Burns even if it is rendered in Japanese, Urdu or in Esperanto. What may be lost in translation gains, one hopes, in immediacy. Over the years, the original intimate, informal suppers have become veritable banquets at some centres and many more than the original nine often struggle to obtain expensive tickets. The cottage industry has become a factory process and now has attained mass production proportions.


However, this hasn’t prevented some great minds saying splendid things about our man at such functions. Nor has it stopped the laughter genuinely raised from the matter in hand and not from the mere recitation of a stock joke. Good Immortal Memories are performances, and the best are great ones, trenchant, moving and telling us something about Burns we hadn’t known or thought of until then. We have all been privileged at some time to be present when a first-rate speaker has developed a pertinent theme, cogently and winningly, so that we are given yet another light on a many-
sided genius.


What is also astonishing is that so many people have such different ideas about Burns, and hold these views passionately. This is what makes him so fascinating – that he is so many men in one young man. He is, in his own words, ‘formed of various parts, the various man’. Any good Immortal Memory should try to catch at least a facet of this prismatic Burns in the Toast. Unfortunately not every speaker is a Cicero. Toasts can vary, not only in standard of oration but in content and where two or more views are gathered together, there you have dissension and controversy. But you can also have interest and the value of the alternative point of view. Such compensation also serves to fill out the subject, taking in all the extremes and contradictions that make up any mortal’s frame. But we are dealing with an Immortal here, and it is this aspect of him that we observe in our Memory each year.


Hopefully, we are also entertained in the process, and edified by hearing a good thought well put. This is the Immortal Memory as it should be, and it was to make a record of such memorable orations that I undertook to oversee this compilation of Immortal Memories from all sources. It also nicely marks the 200 years since the first speech at Alloway. Gathered here are some of the best, and even, some might say, some of the more eccentric, Immortal Memories ever delivered, in a survey of speeches never before attempted in print, at least on this scale. In selecting the various insights and attitudes to Burns revealed in such utterances and packaging them in such a manner, these thoughts will now be available to all Burns lovers, in this and future generations.


It is interesting to note that because the inaugural Memory was given in verse, speakers at early suppers throughout much of the 19th-century did likewise and consequently were referred to as ‘laureates’. We have several laureates in this collection, because theirs was once a very special place in club proceedings. At Burns Suppers, for instance, their contribution was the only spoken part of the evening. Would that were so today. We are now offered such a proliferation of toasts at the modern supper, that the Immortal Memory, which is, after all, the keynote address and the main reason for the gathering, is often lost in the welter of often irrelevant words surrounding it. The real wood can’t be seen for the trivial trees.


Essentially, the Burns Supper should consist of a good meal among friends culminating in the toast drunk to our absent friend, Robert Burns. Time should be given for someone to propose this soberly and seriously, but not dully or at undue length. The speaker should be introduced and thanked, which is only polite after all, and after that there should be recitation if required (and not always Holy Willie’s Prayer or Tam o Shanter either) followed by general singing of Burns songs by the whole company concluding with Auld Lang Syne before dispersal. It is a very simple format. It always was and should be allowed to be so again. It should not be reduced to the level of a variety bill by extraneous toasts that turn out to be no more than that – mere ‘turns’.


At the core of the Supper is the Immortal Memory, all else is extra. Burns is at the heart of the whole evening and his work serves him better than any ‘act’, however expertly presented. I stress the importance of the central toast because that’s what I want to highlight in this book, and by using as examples the Immortal Memories found from all available records, historical accounts, published reports and anecdotal reference, the Memory itself is brought sharply into deserved focus as the highlight of the whole proceedings. My hope is that this volume will not be just another book about Burns to be added to the three thousand or so already written but that it might give a special international acknowledgement to our national poet of Scotland in that what it says comes from every kind of voice and every kind of country.


Yet it is to Scotland that he is inextricably bound as it is to him. This point was underscored by Hans Hecht in his study of Burns, simply entitled Robert Burns. This German Burns scholar, speaking of Burns the poet, said that he


reached out to the universal. By combining the finite with the infinite, he left behind him a legacy of unequalled magnificence…


Incidentally, this book, translated into English by Jane Lymburn in 1936, was the first book about Burns I ever owned, only because it was given to me as a Christmas present in 1959. I bought the next one, Maurice Lindsay’s Burns Encyclopedia, with my own money and on these twin piers, my own bridge to Burns was built. Despite the seemingly forlorn circumstances of Burns’s early end, Herr Hecht concluded


He has been granted the happiest lot that can fall to any poet: he is enshrined forever in the hearts of his countrymen, and has become such a part of their spiritual possessions that it is impossible to imagine Scotland without Robert Burns. He has remained a living force in the nation. The sun that rose over the grave by the churchyard wall in Dumfries was the sun of immortality.


Which is why the speakers featured here, whether at a simple supper or sumptuous banquet, whether from the past and present, or from far and wide, and no matter their language or oratorical skills, are all saying the same thing in the end as they raise a glass in the famous toast – ‘To the Immortal Memory of Robert Burns.’




A Burns Chronology


1750  William Burnes (1721–84), of Kincardineshire in the North-East of Scotland, moves south to Edinburgh to work on the Meadows project before moving west to Alloway to become a gardener on the estate of Provost Fergusson.


1757  15 December – Marries Agnes Broun (1732–1820) of Maybole, also in Ayrshire. They set up home in the two rooms of the clay cottage he builds with his own hands.


1759  25 January – Robert Burnes born at Alloway.


26 January – Baptised as Presbyterian by the Reverend William Dalrymple of Ayr.


William Burnes begins his own Manual of Religious Belief (completed circa 1764).


1760  28 September – Gilbert Burnes born (m. Jean Breckenridge. d. Haddington 1827).


1762  30 September – Agnes Burnes born (m. William Gault. d. Dundalk, N. Ireland 1834).


1764  14 September – Annabella Burnes born (Dies unmarried, Haddington, 1832).


1765  January – Robert and Gilbert attend William Campbell’s school at Alloway Mill.


March – Campbell closes his school. William Burnes engages a tutor, John Murdoch (1747–1824) to teach his sons and some neighbouring children for a three-year period.


1766  April – William Burnes takes over 70-acre Mount Oliphant farm near Alloway on 12-year lease from Provost Fergusson at forty pounds per annum. Leases his cottage.


1767  30 July – William Burnes born (Dies unmarried, London, 1790).


1768  John Murdoch leaves Alloway. William Burnes teaches his sons himself.


1769  10 July – John Burnes born (Dies unmarried, Mossgiel, 1785).


1771  27 July – Isobel Burnes born (m. John Begg. Dies Bridge House, Alloway, 1858).


1772  The Burnes boys take turns to attend Dalrymple School, week about, during the summer.


1773  John Murdoch returns to Ayr. Robert joins him for a month to study French, Latin and English poetry.


1774  Hard times at Mount Oliphant but Robert falls in love for the first time – with 14-year old Nellie Kilpatrick in the harvest field. He writes his first song for her – My Handsome Nell.


1775  Summer term at Hugh Rodger’s school at Kirkoswald to study mensuration and surveying. Makes friends with Willie Niven. Falls in love with Peggy Thompson. Writes O Tibbie, I hae seen the day, I Dream’d I lay where Flowers were Springing.


1776  Provost Fergusson dies. Affairs put into the hands of a  factor. Annual rent increased. Writes The Ruined Farmer.


1777  Whitsun – the family moves to Lochlie Farm, near Tarbolton. 130 acres at 130 pounds per annum. The land is wet and William and his sons work hard and long to improve drainage. Robert’s reading increases. Attends dancing class at Dalrymple. William Burnes fails to break lease. His health deteriorates.


1778  Burns meets Agnes Fleming and Annie Rankine, the first of his many heroines in song. Writes The Tarbolton Lasses.


1779  Makes friends with such as James Smith (b. 1765) and James Candlish (1769–1806). Becomes increasingly skilled as ‘blackfoot’ and letter-writer on behalf of local suitors. Writes Montgomerie’s Peggy.


1780  29 July and 3 November – Writes first published letter to William Niven from ‘Lochlee’.


11 November – Founds the Bachelors’ Club in Tarbolton in the company of Gilbert, Hugh Reid, Alexander Brown, Thomas Wright, William McGavin and Walter Mitchell. Later members included Davie Sillar (1760–1830). Writes The Ronalds of the Bennals, The Lass of Cessnock Banks, Mary Morrison.


1781  Courts Alison Begbie. Courts Elizabeth Gebbie. Writes Winter: A Dirge. Dispute between William Burnes and his landlord, David Maclure, about improvements. Robert sent to Irvine to learn flax-dressing. Writes A Prayer under Pressure of Violent Anguish. 4 July – inducted into St David’s Lodge, No 174, Tarbolton. Passed 1 October. Meets Richard Brown (1753–1833) at Irvine. First idea of publishing verses. November – Falls ill in Irvine, visited by father. Writes A Prayer in the Prospect of Death.


1782  1 January – Fire at heckling-shop in the Glasgow Vennel, Irvine. Burns returns home.
24 September – Maclure dispute referred to arbiters.


Burns’s poetry increases. Writes No Churchman am I, My Father Was a Farmer, John Barleycorn.


1783  16 January – Awarded three pounds prize for ‘linseed saved in growing’.
April – begins First Commonplace Book 1783–85 – (‘Observations, Hints, Songs, Scraps of Poetry etc., by Robt. Burness.’). Includes My Bonny Nanie-O, Green Grow the Rashes, The Rigs o Barley, Now Breezy Winds, The Death  & Dying Words of Poor Mailie. It also includes the first of two verse letters to John Lapraik.


17 May – William Burnes receives Writ of Sequestration.
Appeals.
18 August – The ‘Oversman’ reports in favour of William.


25 August – He makes further appeal to the Court of Session in Edinburgh.


Autumn – Robert and Gilbert make secret arrangement with   Gavin Hamilton (1751–1805) to rent Mossgiel Farm in the
parish of Mauchline – 118 acres at ninety pounds per annum – ‘as an asylum for the family in case of the worst’.


1784  27 January – The Court of Session in Edinburgh finds in favour of William Burnes.
13 February – He dies at Lochlie. Robert’s affair with Bess Paton, a serving girl in the house. He and Gilbert move the Burnes family to Mossgiel.


27 July – Elected Depute-Master of St James Lodge Kilwinning, Tarbolton.


Writes The Poet’s Welcome to His Bastard Wean, Man Was Made to Mourn and The Twa Herds; or the Holy Tulzie.


1785  His annus mirabilis
He writes Holy Willie’s Prayer, Death and Doctor Hornbook, Rantin Rovin Robin, To a Mouse, The Jolly Beggars, The Cotter’s Saturday Night, Address to the Deil.


April – Meets Jean Armour at a dance during Mauchline Race Week.
22 May – Bess Paton gives birth to Elizabeth Paton Burns (d. 1817) – his first child.


Courts Jean Armour. Suffers first fainting fits, headaches, irregularities of the heart.


September – Writes The Belles of Mauchline – first mention of Jean Armour in verse.


Jean pregnant – and ‘every day arising more and more to view’. He writes an Attestation of Marriage to mollify Armours but his mind in a whirl of love and verses.


September – Writes Love and Liberty (or The Jolly Beggars) after night with John Richmond at Poosie Nancie’s Inn in Mauchline. He is on a creative high surge.


October – Finishes his first Commonplace Book in the middle of a line.


November – Writes To A Mouse. Poems, Epistles and Epitaphs pour from him.


In the Epistle to William Simpson (1785) he signs himself ‘Burns’ to match the rhyme required for the line – ‘While Terra Firma, on her axis, / Diurnal turns;’


1786  March – James Armour scornfully cuts out his daughter’s name from ‘marriage’ paper.


3 April – Subscription proposals for printing his poems sent to John Wilson, Kilmarnock. Robert and Gilbert officially arrange with Postal Service to change their surname to Burns.


14 April – Wilson sends out proposals.


23 April – James Armour repudiates Burns as son-in-law. Jean is packed off to Paisley to be reconciled with Robert Wilson. Burns immediately tries to forget her in – ‘all kinds of dissipation and riot – Mason-meetings, drinking matches… and now for the grand cure: the Ship is on her way home that is to take me out to Jamaica.’ Meantime, he takes up with Mary Campbell (1763–86), a Highland dairymaid at Coilsfield House.


14 May – Burns and Mary Campbell exchange Bibles and ‘matrimonial vows’ at Failford prior to her departure for Greenock where she would await him and together they would set sail for the West Indies. He writes two songs for her – The Highland Lassie-O and Will Ye Go to the Indies, my Mary? He also writes in this year The Auld Farmer’s New Year Salutation, The Twa Dogs, Address to the Unco Guid, To A Louse, The Holy Fair, To A Mountain Daisy, The Brigs o Ayr, Tam Samson’s Elegy, Address to A Haggis.


June – Burns sends copy to Wilson for printing.


10 June – Jean confesses by letter to the Kirk Session that Burns has made her pregnant.


15 June – Burns makes the first of three consecutive Sunday penitential appearances before the Reverend William Auld (1709–91) and the congregation of Mauchline Kirk.


9 July – James Armour issues writ against Burns – ‘for an enormous sum’. He goes into hiding – ‘wandering from one friend’s house to another’.


22 July – Transfers his share of Mossgiel to Gilbert.


31 July – Poems, Chiefly in the Scottish Dialect by Robert Burns – The Kilmarnock Edition – 618 copies at three shillings a copy published to immediate acclaim and is sold out within a week. Burns emerges from hiding to find himself famous throughout Ayrshire. Armour withdraws his writ. Burns as Ayrshire’s Bard.


6 August – He makes his final appearance at Mauchline Kirk and is thereby granted his Certificate of Bachelorhood by ‘Daddy’ Auld. He is a free man again.


1 September – First postponement of the West Indies voyage on the Bell out of Greenock on 20th. Still hoping for a second edition from Wilson at Kilmarnock.


3 September – Jean gives birth to twins – Robert (d.1857) and Jean (d.1787).


27 September – ‘The feelings of a father’ prompt Burns to cancel the second sailing in the Roselle under Captain Richard Brown.


October – Mary Campbell dies at Greenock, possibly of premature childbirth induced by typhoid fever. Burns abandons all ideas of emigration. Considers idea of Excise. Jean returns to Mauchline. Meets secretly with Burns. Second edition rejected by Wilson. Dr Blacklock recommends that Burns try for a second Edition in Edinburgh while he goes forward with plans for the Excise.


15 November – Begins correspondence with Mrs Dunlop of Dunlop.


27 November – Sets out for Edinburgh on a hired pony.


29 November – Arrives Edinburgh. Lodges with John Richmond at Mrs Carfrae’s. Meets May Cameron, a serving-girl.


1 December – Bess Paton accepts settlement of her claim on Burns.


9 December – Henry Mackenzie reviews the Kilmarnock Edition in The Lounger.


1787  7 January – Meets ‘a very pretty girl, a Lothian farmer’s daughter, whom I have almost persuaded to accompany me to the West Country’.


13 January – The Grand Lodge of Scotland toasts Burns as ‘Caledonia’s Bard’.


14 January – Patrick Miller of Dalswinton offers lease of Ellisland Farm in Nithsdale.


6 February – Writes to Bailies of the Canongate regarding memorial to poet, Robert Ferguson (1750–74) – ‘my elder brother in misfortune’.


22 March – Completes proof-reading of Edinburgh Edition at William Smellie’s Print Shop.


9 April – Begins Second Commonplace Book but calling himself ‘Burness’.


Sits for portrait to Alexander Nasmyth (1758–1840).


17 April – William Creech publishes first Edinburgh Edition.


23 April – Burns sells his copyright to Creech for one hundred guineas.


5 May (to 1 June) – Tours the Borders with Robert Ainslie.


22 May – First volume of Scots Musical Museum published by James Johnson.


26 May – May Cameron gives birth to a boy and claims Burns as the father.


2 June – Burns asks Ainslie, a lawyer, to ‘send for the wench and give her 10 or 12 shillings… and advise her out to some country friends’.


4 June – Made an Honorary Burgess of Dumfries. Given Freedom of Lochmaben.


8 June – Returns triumphant to Mauchline. James Armour changes his mind. Burns meets Jean again. Continuing his ‘leisurely progress through Caledonia’, he tours the West Highlands to Arrochar and Inveraray.


2 August – From Mauchline, writes long autobiographical letter to Dr John Moore.


8 August – Returns to Edinburgh.


15 August – Freed from May Cameron’s writ in meditatione fugae.


25 August – Begins Highland Tour with schoolmaster, William Nicol.


16 September – Returns to Edinburgh via Queensferry.


4 October – Tours Stirlingshire with Dr Adair.


20 October – Returns to Edinburgh. Takes up residence with   William Cruickshanks and family at St James Square. Jean Burns dies in infancy. First London edition.


November – Collaborates with James Johnson on The Scots Musical Museum. Goes to Dalswinton to discuss lease of Ellisland Farm with Patrick Miller.


4 December – Meets Mrs Agnes MacLehose (1759–1841) at Miss Mirren’s tea-party.


7 December – Dislocates knee in carriage fall with actor William Woods (1751–1802).


28 December – Begins correspondence with Nancy McLehose.


1788  4 January – Visits Clarinda at home.


7 January – Seeks patronage for Excise from Graham of Fintry.


14 February – Second volume of Scots Musical Museum published. Writing four letters a day to Nancy/Clarinda. Involved with her maid, Jenny Clow.


18 February – Leaves Edinburgh. Returns to Jean.


23 February – Sets up house in Mauchline with Jean. Buys her a mahogany bed, thus making public acknowledgement of her as wife. Continues to write to Nancy.


27 February – Re-visits Ellisland with John Tennant of Glenconner.


3 March – Jean gives birth to twin girls who die on 10th and 22nd.


13 March – Burns returns to Edinburgh.


18 March – Signs lease of Ellisland at rent of fifty pounds per annum.


20 March – Leaves Edinburgh.


April– May – Receives instruction in the Excise at Tarbolton and Mauchline.


Enters ‘marriage’ arrangement with Jean. Writes notice giving her ‘legal entitlement to the best blood in my body; and so, farewell Rakery!’


11 June – Burns settles at Ellisland. Begins on second great creative period (until 1791). Writes Of a the Airts, Auld Lang Syne, The Wounded Hare, Tam Glen, Go fetch to me a pint o wine, John Anderson, my jo, Ca the Yowes, To Mary in Heaven, Tam o Shanter, The Banks o Doon, Bonie Wee Thing, Sweet Afton and A Scots Prologue.


14 July – Excise Commission issued to Burns.


5 August – Burns/Armour marriage recognised by Mauchline Kirk Session. Friendship begun between Burns and Riddells of Friar’s Carse.


September – Commutes between Nithsdale and Mauchline.


November – Jenny Clow bears Burns’ son in Edinburgh.


December – Jean joins Burns in rented accommodation at the Isle, Nithsdale.


1789  16 February – In Edinburgh to settle matters with Creech the Publisher and to deal with paternity writ issued by Jenny Clow.


27 February – Settles with Jenny Clow. Returns next day to Ellisland.


April – Burns orders books on behalf of Monkland Friendly Society in Dunscore.


May – Waits for an Excise appointment.


June – Meets Captain Francis Grose, an English antiquary.


18 August – Francis Wallace Burns (d.1803) born to Jean.


7 September – Commences as Excise Officer in Upper Nothsdale at 50 pounds p.a.


November – Ill with ‘malignant squinancy and low fever’.


December – Influenced by reading of Shakespeare, has ‘some thoughts of the drama’.


1790  January – Overworked as farmer and exciseman, complains of ‘an incessant headache, depression of spirits, and all the truly miserable consequences of a deranged nervous system’, but nevertheless listed for promotion to Examiner or Supervisor on 27th.


February – Third volume of Scots Musical Museum published.


18 February – Inaugural meeting of subscribers towards a new theatre in Dumfries.


July – Transferred to Third Division of Excise, Dumfries.  


Meets Anna Park at Globe Tavern. Francis Grose asks for story to go with drawing of Alloway Kirk.


November – Writes Tam o Shanter at Ellisland.


1 December – Sends manuscript to Francis Grose.


1791  January – Burns injured by fall ‘not from my horse, but with my horse’.


30 January – Death of patron, the Earl of Glencairn, at Falmouth on return from Portugal.


31 March – Birth of Elizabeth Park Burns (d.1873) by Anna Park at Dumfries.


9 April – Birth of William Nicol Burns (d.1872) to Jean at Ellisland.


March – Tam o Shanter printed in Edinburgh Magazine and Edinburgh News.


April – Tam o Shanter published in the Grose’s Antiquities of Scotland.


27 April – Glenriddel Manuscript formed.


19 June – Attends Gilbert’s wedding in Mauchline.


25 August – Auction of crops at Ellisland. Thirty people engage in three hours of fighting – ‘such a scene of drunkenness was hardly ever seen in this country’.


August – Sends an account of the Monkland Friendly Society to Sir John Sinclair for inclusion in the Statistical Account.


10 September – Formal renunciation of Ellisland lease.


11 November – Burns moves his family to three rooms above John Syme’s solicitor’s office in the Wee Vennel (now Bank Street) in Dumfries.


6 December – In Edinburgh. Parts from Nancy McLehose.


27 December – Sends Ae Fond Kiss from Sanquhar to Nancy as parting gift.


1792  February – Promoted to Dumfries Port Division at seventy pounds per annum with extra in perquisites – ‘worth twenty pounds a year more than any other Division, besides as much rum and brandy as will easily supply an ordinary family’. Writes Duncan Gray.


29 February – Capture of the French brig Rosamond at Gretna.


10 April – Elected an Honorary Member of the Royal Company of Archers.


16 April – Offers Creech ‘about fifty pages of new material’ for a new edition.


19 April – Sale of French carronades at Dumfries. Burns tries to buy them in order to return them to the French revolutionaries.


August – Fourth volume of Scots Musical Museum contains sixty songs by Burns.


September – Visits Ayrshire.


16 September – Contributes to George Thomson’s Select Collection of Scottish Airs.


29 September – Theatre Royal opens in Shakespeare Street in Dumfries.


October – Contributes to fifth volume of Scots Musical Museum.


13 November – Subscribes to Edinburgh Gazetteer.


21 November – Birth of Elizabeth Riddell Burns (d.1795).


December – Four-day visit to Mrs Dunlop at Dunlop House with Dr Adair. Friends of the People formed in Edinburgh. Political unrest in Dumfries.


31 December – Collector Mitchell ordered to investigate Officer Burns’s political conduct – ‘as a person disaffected to the Government’.


1793  5 January – Defends himself before Robert Graham of Fintry, Excise Commissioner.


18 February – Second Edinburgh edition of Poems published by Creech.


March – Burns asks for Burgess privileges for the education of his sons in Dumfries.


19 May – Burns family moves to Millbrae Vennel (now Burns Street).


May – First set of Thomson’s Select Collection of Scottish Airs published.


30 July (to 2 August) – Tours Galloway with John Syme. Writes Scots Wha Hae, O Whistle and I’ll Come to Ye, my Lad, also epigrams, addresses and prologues.


1 August – Meets Pietro Urbani at Lord Selkirk’s, St Mary’s Isle.


30 August – Sends Scots Wha Hae to George Thomson


October – Meets Nathaniel Gow, fiddler son of the famous Niel Gow.


9 December – Attends Isabella Burns’s marriage at Mossgiel.


1794  7 January – Proposes reorganisation of the Dumfries Excise service.


12 January – Maria Riddell breaks with Burns.


20 April – Robert Riddell dies at Friar’s Carse.


1 May – Declines post with London Morning Chronicle.


25 June (till 28th) – Second Galloway tour with John Syme.


12 August – Birth of James Glencairn Burns (d.1865).


22 December – Begins work on Select Collection of Scottish Airs for Thomson. Writes Wilt Thou be My Dearie?, My Love is like a Red, Red Rose, Charlie, he’s my Darling, My Nanie’s Awa, For the Sake of Somebody.


1795  January – Income reduced – ‘These accursed times, by stopping up Importation, have for this year at least, lopt off a full third of my income.’


12 January – Estranged from Mrs Dunlop.


31 January – Joins Dumfries Volunteer Militia as founder-member. Buys uniform.


February – Reconciled with Maria Riddell.


March – Supports Patrick Heron’s candidacy for the Stewartry Election.


April – Sits for miniature portrait by Alexander Reid of Kirkennan (1747–1843) – ‘who has hit the most remarkable likeness of what I am at this moment.’


24 June – Death of William Smellie, printer, in Edinburgh.


September – Death of Elizabeth Riddell Burns – ‘Autumn robbed me of my daughter.’


December – Ill with rheumatic fever. Writes A Man’s A Man, I’ll Ay Ca in by Yon Toon, Last May a Braw Wooer.


1796  31 January – Recovering slowly – ‘beginning to crawl across my room’.


March – Famine in Dumfries – Bread riots in the streets – ‘money cannot purchase it’.


June – Final letter to James Johnson. Writes O Lay thy Loof in mine, lass, Here’s a Health to ane I love dear, O wert thou in the cauld blast, and his very last song – Fairest Maid on Devon’s Banks.


3 July (till 16th) – At Brow Well. Meets Maria Riddell for the last time.


12 July – Final letter to George Thomson – ‘Do, for God’s sake, send me five pounds…’


18 July – Final letter to James Armour asking for Mrs Armour to come to Jean.


21 July – Dies at five o’clock in the morning.


25 July – Funeral to St Michael’s Kirkyard in Dumfries. Gilbert attends.Jean gives birth to Maxwell Burns (d.1799). John Syme and Alan Cunningham raise subscriptions for Jean and the children. The response is poor due to the bad press received by Burns in the national obituaries.Jean refuses to leave Dumfries to return to Ayrshire. She lives on in the same house for another 37 years – her late husband’s exact lifetime.


1800  Dr James Currie (1756–1805) chosen as first biographer. The resulting four volumes go into nine editions, damaging Burns’s reputation for more than a century.


1801  The first Burns Dinner at the King’s Arms Hotel, Alloway The first Immortal Memory by Rev Hamilton Paul. The Burns Movement had started, the Burns Industry was about to get under way and the Burns Supper may now be served…
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The First Supper


1801


The person to whom I allude is Robert Burns, an Ayrshire ploughman, whose poems were some time ago published in a country town in the West of Scotland, with no other ambition, it would seem, than to circulate among the inhabitants of the country where he was born, and to obtain a little fame from those who have heard of his talents. I hope I shall not be thought to assume too much if I endeavour to place him in a higher point of view, to call for a verdict of his country on the merit of his works, and to claim for him those honours which their excellence appears to deserve..


(Henry Mackenzie in The Lounger, 9 December 1786)


The first step on the journey toward this wider, international recognition of Robert Burns was taken in the very place where he himself had been born – Alloway – when, in the summer of 1801, a company of nine gentlemen met at the King’s Arms Inn in that little village a few miles outside Ayr, on the invitation of the Reverend Hamilton Paul. They had convened to remember the young man some of them had known very well as it had only been five years since he had been laid in his grave. This intimate, informal gathering is now accepted as being the first of what was to become known as the ‘Burns Supper’. The Burns Chronicle and Club Directory of January 1983 gives the following account:


In the summer of 1801… friends of Burns proposed to dine at the cottage in which he was born, and to offer a tribute to the memory of departed genius. The party was small but select and formed a most interesting group from the circumstances of nearly one half of the company having their names associated with some of the most gratifying particulars in the poet’s history… Two gentlemen of distinguished philanthropy and taste waited on the author of the following Odes, and requested him to produce a short poem on the occasion. The author never saw Burns, but was an early and enthusiastic admirer of his writings. The party was such as Burns himself would have joined in with satisfaction.


The author mentioned, the Rev Paul, had the typical reaction of the clergyman to Burns, in that he expressed himself an admirer of the works rather than the man. Yet his admiration was genuine and showed itself in his continued concern for the poet’s name and fame after his death. Paul was to produce a readable life of Burns in 1819. A lifelong bachelor, Mr Paul is said to have been ‘a member of every literary circle, connected with every club, chaplain to every society, a speaker at every meeting, the poet of every curious occurrence, and the welcome guest at every table.’ Now, here he was at the very first Burns Supper, a very ‘curious occurrence’ in 1801, rising as the Laureate of this first impromptu Alloway Burns club and already to hand with his rhymes about it. When he rose to deliver that particular Ode to that particular group it is certain that the reverend gentleman had no idea what he was starting. Regrettably, we have no idea what he said because no record was kept, or if it was, it has been long lost, but he was to repeat the service annually for the next decade, and on his ninth, and last occasion, he recited the following Farewell to the Allowa’ Club. It is added here because it might give us something of the flavour of his earlier verse to the poet. This kind of well-meant rhyming was to become a tradition at Burns Suppers and set a trend that would last down through the years.


Nine times the annual lyre I’ve strung
Nine times the Poet’s praises sung;
Thus have the Muses all, by turns,
Paid homage to the shade of Burns.
While you, the patrons of the Nine
Delighted, charm’d, enraptur’d, fir’d
By love of poesy and wine
Politely listen’d and admir’d:
But should my day be overcast
And this effusion prove my last,
In words that oft have met your ear,
This last request permit me here:
When yearly, ye assemble a’
One round, I ask it with a tear,
To him, the Bard, that’s far awa’.


Thus, the good man imprinted himself in the very first pages of the Robert Burns story as far as it has been told by Burns Suppers. Mr Paul had organised the original event on behalf of the ‘two gentlemen of philanthropy and taste’, John Ballantyne, the Provost of Ayr, and the lawyer, Robert Aiken, (listed as ‘Aitken’). Both men had been good friends to Burns. Burns acknowledged this in dedicating The Twa Brigs o Ayr to Ballantyne and The Cotter’s Saturday Night to Aiken. ‘Orator Bob’ had been a most zealous enthusiast for the Kilmarnock edition. Burns himself attested that Aiken sold the book single-handedly throughout Ayrshire by reciting the poems in it at every opportunity. This was word-of-mouth plus.


The others attending on that auspicious evening were William Crawford of Doonside, whose father had engaged Burns’s father as a gardener at Alloway; Patrick Douglas of Garallan, who was to have helped Burns obtain a post in Jamaica in 1786; Primrose Kennedy of Drumellan; Hew Fergusson, Barrackmaster at Ayr: David Scott, like Ballantyne, a banker at Ayr and Thomas Jackson, then Rector of the Air [sic] Academy and later Professor of Natural Philosophy at St Andrews. They all deserve to be remembered, for the Burns Movement, as such, may be said to have begun with their initial action. The Burns Chronicle account goes on:


These nine sat down to a comfortable dinner, of which sheep’s head and haggis formed an interesting part. The Address to the Haggis was read and every toast was drank [sic] by three times three, i.e., by nine…


This reference to the toast is only one of the links to Freemasonry in the Burns connection. It cannot be overstressed how important to Burns this connection was. The present Lord Elgin, to whom the present writer is much indebted for historic Burns material, is himself a Past Grand Master Mason of Scotland. During the Symposium on ‘Aspects of Burns’ at the 1976 Burns Festival in Ayr, he had this comment to make on why Burns was drawn to become a Freemason at Tarbolton in 1781.


It is no secret that for a society of men to prosper successfully in so small a country as Scotland and inhibited by the fullest freedom of travel other than by horse or foot, this meant all men living in a particular area. This growth of the thoughtful, or speculative, lodges of Freemasons was one of the most important elements in the building up of the character of Scotland. Membership meant the observance of discipline and the acceptance of responsibility, but the rewards were many. A wider understanding in all walks of life, and a greater encouragement to be articulate and at ease among his fellow men, were among the opportunities which opened to Burns.


One can see why he would have jumped at such opportunities and why the social possibilities would also be seized with enthusiasm. The Masons repaid his fervour by underwriting the original Kilmarnock edition in 1786 and subsidising the Edinburgh edition in the following year. When they proclaimed him ‘Brother Burns – Caledonia’s Bard’ before all the Grand Lodges of Scotland gathered in Edinburgh at that time, it was a matter of national as much as Masonic importance. If Burns had not been a Mason he would not have been a published poet. It is as simple as that.


The same applies to the rites and traditions of the Burns Supper. The original nine were likely to be all Masons, hence the toasts drunk ‘three-by-three’. The tradition of delivering the Toast to the Lassies with the proposer standing on a chair with one foot on the table also has its roots in Masonic practice. One notes that Burns’s Address to the Haggis featured at this first gathering but it would be unfair to blame the Masons for its inclusion in the menu. Interest in the haggis still obtains to this day, and it an amazing that such a prosaic dish should excite such curiosity and levity, especially among non-Scots, for whom ‘haggis’ has become a virtual synonym for Scottishness.


Yet the dish itself, made from the maw of a sheep and minced in a bag with its lungs, hearts and liver, is actually Scandinavian in origin, although in France it was known from the late Middle Ages as le pain benite de l’Ecosse. It is not necessarilly confined to the sheep’s intestines either, it can be made from chicken, or pig and there is even a camel haggis. The Greeks, too, had a word for it and the Romans ate something they called cum intestinis omnibus. The stuffed bladder was for centuries the comic jester’s prop which may account for the fact that the haggis is rarely taken seriously – except at modern Burns Suppers where the address to it is recited portentously and gravely as if it were Holy Writ, which to the Haggis Addresser 
it often is.


For Burns himself, it was little more than a jocular improvisation, a piece of fun with a satirical mock-heroic seriousness which, unfortunately, over the years has become etched in stone. He might even have seen its first appearance in a cookery book, when Mrs McIver printed her version in 1787. It achieved further culinary fame when Meg Dodds published her recipe in The Cook and Housewife’s Manual in 1826. Meg’s Cleikum Club haggis won first prize at the famous Haggis Club Competition held at Mrs Ferguson’s in the High St. Incidentally, the second prize went to ‘Christopher North’ who was actually John Wilson, Professor of Moral Philosophy at Edinburgh University, who is featured in the pages of this book as one of the first great Burns orators. It is perhaps unfortunate that the Burns Supper, and therefore Burns himself, should be so linked with haggis, but it would appear that the association has been there from the beginning. The Burns Chronicle account of the 1801 dinner concluded:


Before breaking up, the company unanimously resolved that the Anniversary of Burns should be regularly celebrated in praise of the Bard of Coila and that the meeting should take place on 29th January, the supposed birthday of the poet…


The nine got it wrong because Dr Currie, the first official biographer got it it wrong, yet Burns had written of his own birth in Rantin Rovin Robin:


Our monarch’s hindmost year but ane
Was five-and-twenty days begun
Twas then a blast o’ Janwar wind
Blew hansel in on Robin.


Perhaps the good doctor confused the christening with the birthday, but for whatever reason the Alloway nine met on the 29th in 1802 and again in 1803 and persisted in meeting on the nearest Saturday to this date until 1805. In point of fact, it wasn’t until 1818 that the correct date was confirmed when R. A. Smith, a music-teacher and a founder-member of the Paisley Burns Club, took the trouble to look up the Ayr Parish Records and see for himself that the 25th January was the real birth-date. Why had no one done that in the first place?


For some reason, the Alloway Nine, now increased to twenty, switched to a summer date. Sadly, the club did not flourish in the sun, and slowly wilted not to be revived until 1908. However, its ground-breaking, pioneering example was not lost on other Ayrshire men, especially those then resident in the port of Greenock just to the north. In that same year of 1801 gentlemen of the Greenock Ayrshire Society met over a meal at the Tontine Hotel to commemorate their fellow-countyman on 21 July, his death date, and in the following year, they did likewise on his birthdate.


Those present at that first meeting included such names from the Robert Burns story as Captain Richard Brown, whom he had met in Irvine, and fellow-Exciseman, James Findlay, who had married Jean Markland, one of the Mauchline Belles (‘Miss Markland is fine…’). Burns, in fact, had introduced them. Adam Patrick, the son of Burns’s herd-boy at Mossgiel, also took part. Members of Mary (or Margaret) Campbell’s family, like Archibald Campbell, then an old man ‘well stricken in years,’ were also involved in proceedings, deciding that their kinswoman gained more in fame than shame from her brief affair with Burns. It was their involvement with the Greenock Burns Club that led to her grave‘s becoming a place of pilgrimage at the Old West Churchyard. In 1842, the Club erected a monument to her on the site


The Greenock club met at the early years in the Henry Bell Tavern, which was managed by a Mrs Cottar. Their meetings soon became known as ‘Cottar’s Saturday Night’. One of their first Presidents around this time was the redoubtable Colin Rae-Brown, who will feature in these pages as one of the founding fathers of the Burns Movement. He is only one of the great names associated with this club. Greenock has gone on to win high prestige in the matter of her roll-call of honorary presidents which includes such as Lord Tennyson, Oliver Wendall Holmes, Sir Henry Irving and Hamish McCunn, the composer, himself a Greenock man. Thus was begun what came to be called the Mother of all Burns clubs and, happily, she was to have many children in the years to come, including a Daughter from Paisley who felt she had just grounds to be a Sister.


The still-surviving Minute Book (lodged in a Paisley bank vault) shows that the Paisley Burns Club was inaugurated at the Star Inn, Paisley, on 29 January 1805. The idea was put forward by Paisley’s own poet and Burns admirer, Robert Tannahill, and, following his efforts as the Club’s first Secretary, a company of more than 70 sat down to dinner. On this occasion, the first President, William McLaren, proposed a toast – ‘To the Memory of Our Immortal Bard, Robert Burns’. In 1806, the same toast must have been delivered by the next President, William Gemmill, for in February 1807, Tannahill wrote to James Clark, Bandmaster of the Argyle Militia, then stationed in Edinburgh:


I hope the meeting succeeded your wishes. Ours went on gloriously. Eighty-four sat at supper; after which, Mr Blaikie addressed us in a neat speech calculated for the occasion, concluding with a toast – To the Memory of Robert Burns.


This ‘calculated’ speech by Andrew Blaikie has become what is now known as The Immortal Memory and what was, from this time on, to become the pivot of all Burns functions. What is less known, however, is that a Paisley weaver, William McLaren, has good claim to the first deliverer of an Immortal Memory and that the Paisley Club by the same token has substantiated grounds to be considered as the first official Burns Club. I am indebted to Paisley’s present Secretary, James Skinner, for this information and for pointing me towards the considerable detective work done by the late Clark Hunter, himself a respected Burns author, in uncovering the complicated facts surrounding the question of the first-ever Burns Club and the long-standing rivalry between Paisley and Greenock on this delicate matter.


This is not the place to rake over those old ashes. Sparks still fly in this debate, but my own view is the facts are clear – Greenock came first historically and Paisley came first officially. There is anecdotal evidence to support the former as being active between 1801 and 1805 and there is concrete proof that the latter was instituted in 1805. Tradition nods towards Greenock and it is a tradition that still holds despite the fact that Paisley have been protesting strongly since 1892. According to Clark Hunter the Club would appear to have a good case, but it would seem even more that it is a long-standing and unending feud between Mother and Daughter. But then that sort of thing happens in families.


It is difficult to believe that men of the calibre of Rae-Brown would consent to a deliberate fraud or even the extenuation of an error by default. In the end it comes down to book-keeping and, unfortunately, Greenock didn’t keep theirs and, memory being the frail thing it is, things were mis-remembered or mis-applied and one thing led to another as the years went by. The fact remains that two sterling Burns Clubs emerged around the same time, both having the distinction of having been formed out of a genuine, disinterested and impersonal regard for their subject-patron and inspiration. Perhaps they should celebrate all that they have in common rather than maintain a squabble about what keeps them apart. Kilmarnock Burns Club, instituted in 1808, had something of the same problem with regard to seniority over London and this was solved by naming Kilmarnock as Number 0 and London as Number 1. These niceties seem to matter in the Burns world.


In 1810 the Argyle Militia returned to Ayr Barracks and the Glasgow Courier reported:


A number of non-commissioned officers and privates of the Argyle Militia went out from Ayr to visit the cottage (at Alloway) attended by the band of the Regiment, who played a number of appropriate airs.


These were the first notes of what was to become a world-wide anthem to Burns.The chorus was taken up all over Scotland, but not every note was approving. There were a few dissonant chords heard in the land. Burns, when living, had presented a proud, stubborn face to the world, even at his lowest, and this attitude was wholly consistent with his character and personality.


Our poet was rather below the usual standard, but was neatly formed and active in his habits. He had a ruddy complexion, the index of his uniformly temperate habits and good health – a piercing eye and an animated countenance; a somewhat irritable temper, the characteristic of the poetical temperament…


That was written by Alexander Ross, a schoolmaster at Lochlee, who had at least known and seen Burns in real life, which was more than could be said about those who were now to follow in having their say about this most complicated man. Ross was as entitled to his opinion as any and no doubt that was how Burns alive looked to him. Burns dead, however, seemed to take on a thousand faces, each more resembling the describer more than the described, but with his death, the Burns Industry, as it has come to be called, was born.


The funeral in 1796, on a typical Scottish summer’s day, a wet Monday in July, had passed almost in silence as a huge street crowd of many thousands peered beyond the bayonets of the soldiers facing them to watch the cortege go by as if it carried the remains of a gnarled general who had lived too long rather than what was left of a poet who had not lived long enough. It was almost laughable in its incongruity. There had never been a funeral like it in Scotland nor was there ever to be again. Not even Sir Walter Scott was so honoured in death. A good friend of Burns, William Grierson, who had travelled down from Glasgow to attend, noted in his diary that night – ‘in respect to the memory of such a genius as Mr Burns his funeral was uncommonly splendid…’


In addition to the Dumfries Volunteers, two regular army units were detailed to attend – The Angus-shire Fencibles and the Cinque Ports Cavalry – the latter under the command of Robert Banks Jenkinson, later to become Lord Liverpool and a future Prime Minister of Great Britain. They assembled at the Court House and escorted the cortege to St Michael’s Kirkyard. Gilbert was the only family member present among the party of dignitaries who walked slowly behind the muffled drums of the Cinque Ports Cavalry band. At the same time, every bell in every church in Dumfries tolled. Their tolling and the beating of the army drums were the only sounds to be heard.


But once the body was in the ground and the martial parade had marched away with its bands and bayonets, it was as if other weapons came out. Rather than Mr Handel’s Dead March from Saul one feels the band ought to have played ‘Fats’ Waller’s I’ll be glad when you’re dead, you rascal, you. Never mind, his person was now beyond all harm, but his reputation, still wet with his last exertions on the songs for George Thomson, was hanging up like a shirt waiting drying in the wind. It was hardly pegged before it was cut to shreds by another kind of army, each armed with their own particular grudge-knife. Figuratively speaking, they took possession of the empty hearse, determined to get to Parnassus on his broad back rather than on their own feet. Most would never make the foothills of Fame even if they crawled on their hands and knees, but that didn’t stop the barrage of printed words that opened up then and has been rumbling away on paper ever since.


Fortunately, we are concerned in these particular pages with the spoken word as it relates to Burns but it is impossible to ignore the noise that rose up around his name after that numbing, enormous, and largely silent funeral. One of the first to cast a stone was the Reverend William Peebles, who saw an opportunity for revenge for the poet’s satirical barbs against the clergy when he pricked Peebles nicely in The Holy Fair:


For Peebles, frae the water-fit,
Ascends the holy rostrum.
See, up he’s got the word o God,
An meek and mim has viewed it…


By 1811, the meek had inherited a certain reservoir of spleen and it was directed towards Burns in something Peebles called Burns Renowned in which the good Doctor, showing nothing of Christian charity, and without the least intention of turning the other cheek, lambasted Burns and the Burnsians. The following is merely an excerpt:


And do you grudge the ploughman’s praise,
The Bard of Scotland’s far-famed lays;
The man of humour, wit and fun,
Rewards confer’d, and honours won;
Whom Caledonia’s Hunt of Squires,
Ev’n first nobility, admires,
By fairest ladies brought in view,
By clergymen and poets too…
Nor is this all: from age to age,
As for a monarch, hero, sage,
Let anniversaries repeat
His glories, celebrate a feat
Imbibe his spirit, sing his songs,
Extol his name, lament his wrongs,
His death deplore, excuse his fate,
And raise him far above the great.
What call you this? Is it Insania?
I’ll coin a word, ‘ts Burnsomania…’


Luckily, Burnsomania wasn’t contagious, although it has never been completely eradicated even to our own day, but traces of it can be found in most non-Scottish comments about Burns, that is when they are not being fatuously patronising. But their day had not yet come, though it must be noted that Oxford University was early in the field with a Burns Dinner in 1806, which was hosted by John Wilson of Magadalen College and featured ‘a poetical address’ by Mr McCormick of Balliol. It was only in Scotland that the gatherings could be considered, as the Edinburgh Evening Courant put it – ‘as the indication of a general national feeling’. The country was still getting used to having a literary hero.


The Dunfermine United Burns Club was the next to be formed. Mr J. Johnstone, the original secretary, writing from the New Inn on 25 January 1812, explains further:


Met according to agreement and having spent the day in a manner highly satisfactory to all present, resolved to perpetuate the institution by the name of The Haggis Club… Ordered, that office-bearers do meet on the evening of Auld Hansel Monday AD 1813 in McLellan’s Inn to arrange the business of the Club preparatory to the annual meeting on 25th of January.


And on 25 January 1814:


This day the Haggis Club met in terms of the regulations and dined together in commemoration of the birthday of Burns. Mr Stenhouse, younger, being President, and failing to appear, or to rend a sufficient excuse for his absence, was fined ten shillings sterling. Mr Bowes was also fined five shillings for having mislaid the Minute Book of the Club. Ordered that these fines be applied to the purchase of a portrait of Burns to be hung in the clubroom.


The importance of the Laureate at the Club was underlined by the following entry:


At this sederunt, the Haggis Club elected, and hereby do elect, Mr Andrew Mercer, commonly called Aldie, to be Laureate at the Club ad vitam aut culpam; and ordained, and hereby do ordain, that at every meeting of the Haggis Club, the aforesaid Laureate, as the sole emoluments of his office, shall be entitled to a Canister of Black Toffees; quantam sufficit; of Scotch Fare and Scotch Drink ad libitum…’


Aldie duly obliged. The following example, from his Lamentation of 1814, is typical of the bardic effusions of the day.


Auld Scotia ay mourns now
The birth day of Burns now
Ay when it returns now
Since Burns is awa.


The auld town of Ayr now
Needna haud her Fair now
There’s nae lilting there now
Since Burns is awa.


There’s nae Hallowe’en now
There’s nae April Queen now
We’ve blear’d a’ our e’en now 
Since Burns is awa.


There’s naething but gloom now
On the braes o’ bonny Doon now
The flowers never bloom now
Since Burns is awa.


Scotia’s harp is unstrung now
Her praise never sung now
She’s lost her very tongue now
Since Burns is awa.


That was surely worth a cannister of black toffees.


If the Battle of Waterloo in 1815 marked the end of Napoleon, it also indicated the temporary eclipse of that known Burns admirer, William Pitt the Younger. It would appear that sometime after the death of Burns, Pitt was at Lord Liverpool’s table and was heard to remark that ‘since the time of Shakespeare poetry has never come so sweetly from the hand of Nature as in his rhyme.’ The admiration was not mutual. At a dinner in Dumfries, a toast to Pitt was proposed. Burns refused to drink it and instead, countered with ‘I will give you a better man – George Washington.’ Since the American War of Independence was of recent memory and Washington was president of a revolutionary country, this was not only foolhardy, but dangerous. Instead, Burns’s local and national fame protected his indiscretion and he was merely shouted down. But incidents like this, and there were many, probably cost him a Civil List pension.


One hundred years later, he was even more famous, and in little need of a pension. Those shouted down now were those who dared to impugn his memory in any degree. The dinners now had their air of canonical, rather than masonic rites as speaker after speaker tried to make a miserable saint out of a happy sinner. However, some voices rang true and none more so than when a grand assembly met in Edinburgh to celebrate Burns’s birth in the presence of his brother Gilbert and with another old play-mate and travelling companion, Robert Ainslie, in the chair. ‘At a late hour’, no less than James Hogg, the Ettrick Shepherd, gave the toast from the Burns Bowl of whisky punch and no doubt favoured the company with a song. Echoes of this must have been picked in the following year, for the Edinburgh Evening Courant of 27 January 1816 reported:


The meeting was held on Thursday last at MacEwan’s Tavern, in the Royal Exchange, where an extremely good dinner, and plenty of good wine, was given to the guests for a guinea a head. The company exceeded one hundred in number, and comprised a respectable proportion of rank and fashion, and a high display of literary talent…’


Walter Scott was one of the stewards, and John Wilson (‘Christopher North’) attended as did George Thomson, the publisher of Burns’s songs. Also there was Lieutenant-Colonel Wilson – ‘late from the field of Waterloo’. The company sat down at 6 o’clock and after ‘a fine canon’ and some songs, they got down to the main business of the evening which was the long lists of toasts in descending order, starting with the King, the Prince Regent and then Robert Burns.


The Memory of Burns’ in solemn silence was drank [sic] by the company standing; after which some beautiful verses, the composition of Mr [Alexander] Boswell, were recited. These were followed by the Glee, ‘Come, Shepherds, we’ll follow the Hearse’.


The next toast was ‘The Widow and Children of the Poet’ followed by ‘The Friends of Burns’. Those named included Dr Blacklock, Mrs Dunlop, the Earl of Glencairn and Dr Currie. Succeeding this was the toast ‘The Admirers of Burns’ which, by inference, included everyone there, and after another glee, the toasts continued via the poets of Scotland mentioning Thomson, Ramsay and Fergusson, then the poets of England from Chaucer to Byron, then Ye Mariners of England (written by a Scot, Thomas Campbell). Next came the Duke of Wellington coupled with The Heroes of Waterloo, when, no doubt, Colonel Wilson took a bow.


The lengthy toast list was officially closed with the name of Joanna Baillie, ‘a Scotswoman who yields the palm of poetical excellence to neither sex, and to no country’. This put Robert Burns firmly in his place. Not that it mattered. By 11 o’clock, the Chairman had departed, indisposed, and it was two o’clock the next morning before the last of the informal toasts was drunk and company dispersed, the object of their gathering, the Poet Burns, quite forgotten. Regrettably, this set a pattern for such events that has been assiduously copied ever since, even if their company did not boast a hero from the battle of Waterloo.


In the meantime, John Syme, Burns’s good friend in Dumfries was trying to raise some kind of memorial to Burns in that town where Jean Burns still lived with her three sons, but Dumfries was apathetic. An appeal was launched nationally and the sum of 1,200 pounds was raised on behalf of the widow Burns and her five surviving children. Dr Currie’s book on Burns brought in another 1,400 pounds so it could said that Jean and the bairns were provided for. It was not until 1823 that she was offered a Government pension of less than a pound a week, which she proudly turned down as being insulting to her late husband’s name. Her two sons in the East India Company made her an annuity instead.


Discussions went on through 1814 about a possible Burns monument in St Michael’s Kirkyard but it took till the following year to raise the necessary 2,000 pounds for it. Eventually his remains were moved to an imposing marble mausoleum in its south-east corner, but one feels it was as result of the efforts of the few rather than the will of the many as far as Dumfries was concerned. Burns was dead and, according to some in the town, both he and Dumfries were the better for it. Critic, William Hazlitt, who gave a public lecture On Burns and the Old English Ballads commented on this very point of public apathy by certain people in his Table Talk published in 1821:

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg
A Compilation of Toasts To the Immortal Memory of
ROBERT BURNS as delivered at Burns Suppers around the world
together with other orations, verses and addresses 1801 — 2001

Selected and edited with an introduction and commentary by

JOHN CAIRNEY





OEBPS/luath_ebook_logo.jpg





