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The Highland Lassie

(continued)

——Mary Campbell making Robert
Burns the Great Poet——
(This essay is dedicated at the two
hundred and twentieth anniversary
of the poet’s birth.)

Mitsuyuki Tomita

Coming thus far,we third persons cannot
discern which direction to face. Mr Mou-
rice Lindsay, however, is very logical and
scientific; so we will follow his opinion a
little further, which may lead us to some
proper conclusion. He says as follows :
Some readers may think this far-fetched,
Fortunately we have as witness a Mr Alan
Bayne, writing in ‘the Burns Chronicle’
of 1906 :

Highland Mary for ever remains as
the inspirer of Burns at his best, and
so is linked to him eternally ; and
whoever seeks to defile this ideal
maiden deserves the reprohation of
all pure-minded men and women

The first part of his statement is, of
course, nonsense. The two songs Burns
wrote to the living ‘Highland Mary’ are
both mediocre. (‘Sweet Affon’, in spite of
Gilbert’s assertion to the contrary, is not
thought by most authorities to refer to
Mary Campbell at all.) There remains
only the hysterical poem called by other
“‘To Mary in Heaven’.

‘What finally impels me, after due con-
sideration of the Hendry case and of
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Hilton Brown’s judicial cautioning, to
accept with Snyder ths theory that Mary
Campbell died bearing Burns’s child, is
the fact that no other interpretation really
appears to make sense when the episode
is re-fitted into the story of the poet’s
life.

One afternoon in late October, after
Mary’s death, ¢ a letter was delivered to
Robert, addressed by an unknown hand,
His youngest sister later related to Dr
Chambers that Robert took it over to the
window to get more light;that as he read
it, his face turned pale ; and that there-
after, without a word to anyone in the
room, he turned on his heels and strode
out of the farm. No one Knows by whom
this strangely disturbing letter was wri-
tten,nor the precise nature of its contents,
But if it was from Mary’s father, or from
one of her brothers, it would no doubt be
couched in harsh terms. The male Camp-
bells are supposed to have forbidden the
mention of the name of Burns after her
death ; to have refused even to discuss
the poet’s relationship with Mary ; and to
have burned all his letters to her. Would
they have adopted such an extreme atti-
tude if a child of Robert’s had not been
at least a contributory cause of Mary’s
early death ? It is hard to think so.

‘As Snyder puts it : ‘For the only time
in his career, so far as we know, Burns’s
lawless love of a woman cost her life, and
the life of her child’ If such is so, any
man with even normally sensitive feelings
would do his best to bottle up his remorse,
and would avoid talking about an episode
which he could not recall without shame
and regret.
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We here want to think
Her Relics a little more about some
relics concerned with
both Mary and Burns. Why do we want
to ? It is because what leads human life
must be not only spiritual but also mate-
rial, The Bibles exchanged between them
two have already been told about. Well,
were there still not any other than these,
then ?

‘At the beginning of the autumn of 1786
Mary went to Campbeltown to make pre-
parations for her contemplations change
in life, and there remained till the begin-
ning of October, when she returned to
Greenock accompanied by her father. The
correspondence that passed between her
and her betrothed between August and
October must have been of the most
interesting character. What it was cannot
now be known. The letters received by
Mary were religiously preserved by her,
and afterwards affectionately treasured
by her family. Many years later, however,
when the poet’s reputation declined and
taunts were hurled at the Campbells on
account of their connection with him,
Mary’s elder brother got forcible posses-
sion of the priceless collection and, amid

" the remonstrances and even the excecra-

tions of the rest of the household, commi-
tted it to the flames, The recent loss by
some means or other of the box in which
Mary stowed away her lover’s letters has
occasioned her few surviving relatives
much regret, as it was the last relic they
possessed.

It is an interesting
Burns's Poems question how many po-
ems Burns made to
Mary. Two of them are

‘Highland Lassie, O’ and ‘Will ye go to

to Mary
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the Indies, my Mary ?, some lines of
which have already been shown. We,
therefore, shall quote the few which are
commonly known, as follows, They are
‘FLOW GENTLY, SWEET AFTON’, ‘TO
MARY IN HEAVEN and ‘HIGHLAND
MARY". Let’s see them by turns.

ELOW GENTLY, SWEET AFTON
Tune : The Yellow-haired Laddie

Flow gently, sweet Afton,
among thy green braes,
Flow gently, I'll sing
thee a song in thy praise ;
My Mary’s asleep by thy
murmuring stream,
Flow gently, sweet Afton,
disturb not her dream.

Thou stock-dove whose echo
resounds through the glen,

Ye wild whistling blackbirds
in yon thorny den,

Thou green-crested lapwing
thy screaming forbear,

I charge you disturb not
my slumbering fair.

How lofty, sweet Afton,
thy neighbouring hills,
Far marked with the courses
of clear winding rills ;
There daily I wander
as noon rises high,
My flocks and my Mary's
sweet cot in my eye.

How pleasant thy banks
and green valleys below,
Where wild in the woodlands
the primroses below ;
There oft as mild evening
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weeps over the lea,
The sweet-scented birk
shades my Mary and me.

Thy crystal stream, Afton,
how lovely it glides,
And winds by the cot
where my Mary resides ;
How wanton thy waters
her snowy feet lare,
As gathering sweet flowerets
she stems thy clear wave.

Flow .gently, sweet Afton,
among thy green braes,
Flow gently, sweet river,
the theme of my lays ;
My Mary’s asleep
by the murmuring stream,
Flow gently, sweet Afton,
disturb not her dream.

Dr Currie states that this song was
composed in honour of Mrs Stewart of
Stair, whose paternal property was situa-
ted on the banks of the Afton, an Ayr-
shire tributary of the Nith, near New
Cumnock. Mrs Stewart, it will be recollect-
ed, was one of the first persons of rank
who knew or extended any friendship to
Burns. In a paper by Mr Gilbert Burns,
communicating to Mr George Thomson
memoranda of the subjects of his brother’s
songs, ‘Elow gently, Sweet Afton’ is thus
noticed : —— “The poet’s Highland Mary,
But Dr C. misinformed in sereral of the
above particulars ; but he must not be
contradicted’. ‘It may be doubted if Mr
Gilbert Burns was rightly informed on
the subject’, says Mr Robert Chambers in
his work V. II, p.246.

‘Of this sweet song, however, both Gilbert
Burns, the poet’s eldest brother, and a

— 75 —
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daughter of Mrs Dunlop affirm that they
frequently heard Burns say that it was
written upon the dearly loved and long-
remenbered ‘Highland Mary’. It seems,
therefore, as if we were standing at the
crossroads made by these two different
arguments. Finally there is no other choice
but to believe the poet’s own affirmation,
This was composed in 1786, age 27.

Highland Mary

Ye banks, and braes, and streams around
The castle o’ Montgomerie !

Green be your woods, and fair your

flowers ;

Your waters never drumlie :

There simmer first unfauld her robes,
And there the longest tarry ;

For there I took the last fareweel
O’ my sweet Highland Mary.

How sweetly blossomed the gay green birk
How rich the hawthorn’s blossom
As underneath their fragrant shade
I clasped her to my bosom !
The golden hours, on angel wings,
Flew o’er me and my dearie ;
For dear to me, as light and life,
Was my sweet Highland Mary.

Wi’ mony a vow, and lock’d embrace
Our parting was fu’ tender ;
And, pledging aft to meet -again,
We tore oursels asunder ;
But O, fell Death’s untimely frost,
That nipt, my flower sae early !
Now grean’s the sod, and cauld’s the clay
That wraps my Highland Mary !

O pale, pale now, those rosy lips
I aft hae kissed sae fondly !
And closed for aye the sparkling glance
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That dwelt on me sae kindly :
And mouldering now in silent dust
That heart that lo’ed me dearly
But still within my bosom’s core
Shall live my Highland Mary.

“This is another magnificent composition
of Burns’s passion for his Highland lassie,
Writing to Thomson, his publisher, he
says : ‘The foregoing song “Highland
Mary”, pleases myself ; I think it is in
my happiest manner : you will see at
first glance that it suits the air. The
subject of the song is one of the most
interesting passages of my youthful days:
and I own that I should be much flattered
to see the verses set to an air which
would insure celebrity. Perhaps, after all,
‘ts the still glowing prejudice of my heart

‘that throws a borrowed lustre over the

merits of the composition’. And Thomson
in reply says : “Your verses upon “High-
land Mary” are just come to hand : they
breathe the genuine spirit of poetry, and,
like the music, will last for ever. Such
verses, united to such an air, with the
delicate harmony of Pleyel superadded,
might form a treat worthy of being
presented to Apollo himself. I have heard
the sad story of your Mary : you always
seem inspired when you write of her.

THE HIGIILAND LASSIE, O

NAE gentle dames, tho’ ne’er sae fair,
Shall ever be my muse’s care ;
Their titles a’ are empty show ;

Gie me my Highland Lassie, O

Within the glen sae bushy, O,
Aboon the plain sae rashy, O,
I set me down wi’ right gude will,
To sing my Highland Lassie, O.
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O were yon hills and valleys mine,
Yon palace and yon gardens Fine !
The world then the love should know
I bear my Highland Lassie, O.

CHORUS

Within the glen etc.

But fickle fortune frowns on me,
And I maun cross the vaging sea ;
But while my crimson currents flow,
I'll love my Highland Lassie, O.

Within the glen, etc.

-Altho’ thro’ foreign climes I range,

I know her heart will never change,
For her bosom burns with honor’s glow,
My faithful Highland Lassie, O.

Within the glen, etc.

For her I'll dare the billow’s roar ;
For her T'll trace a distant shore ;
That Indian wealth may lustre throw
Around my Highland Lassie, O.

With the glen, efc.

She has my heart, she has my hand,
By secret truth and honor’s band !
Till the mortal stroke shall lay me low,
I'm thine, my Highland Lassie, O.

Farewell, the glen sae bushy, O !
Farewel], the plain sae rashy, O
To other lands I now must go

To sing my Highland Lassie, O !
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In the Spring of 1786, Burns wrote a
song. This was ‘The Highland Lassie, O,
On a note in the interleaved ‘Museum’,
Burns wrote: “This was a composition of
mine in very early life, before I was
known at all in the world. My Highland
Lassie was a warm-hearted, charming
young creature as ever blessed a man
with generous love. [The ‘Museum’ was
once thought to be a forgery by Cromek,
but shown by Ferguson in an article in
the ‘Philological Quarterly, July 1930, to
be genuine.)

This song, as we can judge from the
content, can be imagined to have been
made in the time when Burns knew Mary
and then he was going to the Indies.

TO MARY IN HEAVEN
My MARY, DEAR DEPARTED SHADE

Trou ling'ring star, with less’ning ray
" That lov’st to greet the early morn,
Again thou usher’st in the day
My Mary from my soul was torn.
O Mary ! dear departed shade !
Where is thy place of blissful rest ?
See’st thou thy lover lowly laid ?
Hear’st thou the groans that rend his
breast ?

That sacred hour can I forget,
Can I forget the hallow’d grove,
Where by the winding Ayr we met,
To live one day of parting love !
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Enternity can not efface
Those records dear of transports past;
Thy image at our last embrace,——
Ah!little thought we ‘twas our last!

Ayr, gurgling, kiss’d his pebbled shore,
O’erhung with wild woods thick’ning
green ;
The fragrant birch, and hawthorn hoar
Twin’d amorous round the raptur’d
scene ;
The flowers sprang wanton to be prest,
The birds sang love on every spray ;
Till too, too soon, the glowing west
Proclaim’d the speed of wingéd day.

Still o’er these scenes my mem'’ry wakes,
And fondly broods with miser care !
Time but th’ impression stronger makes,
As streams their channels deeper wear,

My Mary ! dear departed shade !
Where is thy place of blissful rest ?
See’st thou thy lover lowly laid ?
Hear’st thou the groans that rend his
breast ?

It was Mary Campbell (Highland Mary)
whom Burns ardently loved and whose
death grieved him most furiously. Three
years had passed since her death in the
latter part of October 1786. But at Ellis-
land a day came at the end of karvest,
when the date of Mary’s death was recall-
ed to him, According to Mrs Burns's
statement, he spent that day though labo-
uring under cold, in the usual work of
the harvest, and apparently in excellent
spirits. But as the twilight deepend, he
appeared to grow “very sad about some-
thing”, and at length wandered out into
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the barnyard, to which his wife, in her
anxiety, followed him, entreating him in
vain to observe that frost had set in, and
to return to the fireside. On being again
and again requested to do so, he promised
compliance ; but still remained where he
was, striding up and down slowly, and
contemplaling the sky, which was singu-
larly clear and starry.

‘At last Mrs Burns found him stretched
on a mass of straw, with his eyes fixed
on a beautiful planet “that shone like
another moon”, and prevailed on him to
come in.

He immediately, on entering the house,
called for his desk, and wrote exactly as
they now stand, with all the ease of one
copying from memory, the sublime and
pathetic verses. Such being the case, John
Gibson Lockhart (1794—1854) also styled
this song ‘The noblest of all Burns’s
ballads’.

‘Mr Archibald Munro, in his book ‘The
Story of Burns and Highland Mary’s tells
us that on one occasion the poet’s sister,
Mrs Begg, who lived near Alloway Bridge,
was visited by two strangers who seemed
very much interested in Burns’s poetry,
They inquired for the various editions of
his work and the elder of the two asked
permission to read aloud a poem which
interested him very much. He then read
or intoned ‘To Mary in Heaven’, at the
conclusion of which all were in tears

Mrs Begg desired to know the reader’s
name, when his companion informed her
he desired to travel incognito. But when
on departing they reached the door, the
reader took the aged lady’s hand and
said : Mrs Begg, I have reasons for with-
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holding my name on certain occasions,
and I trust that so far as you are conce-
rned my name may remain a secret here
for a few days at least. To the sister of
immortal Burns I have now the honour
and pleasure of confiding my name —
Alfred Tennyson.

w

Now, we are going to listen to the
following two comments which are con-
trary to each other

(1) It is a tribute by Archibald Munro
in the ‘Scotsman’, 20th October 1891. “There
is probably no name in Scottish literature
that has more tenderly touched the hearts
of her country men than that of Mary
Campbell.
family, brought up in circumstances little

Though born of an obscure

fitted to attract general attention and
credited with no achievement that invests
heroism with permanent or even tempo-
rary distinction, this Highland girl is a
brilliant star in the galaxy of Fame, and
has become the object of unmingled admi-
ration.

She died on 20th October 1786. The
lustre of Mary’s name, like that of other
stars and planets, borrows its fascination
from a luminary brighter and greater
than itself, and the very obscurity of her
easier condition enlarges by contrast the
halo, that now encircles her name.

‘Moralists have lauded her virtues,
critics have lovingly dropped their satiric
shafts when commenting on her life and
poets have exhausted their resources in
their effort to convey their conceptions
of her excellence ; but all their contribu-
tions to the sum of her Praise have taken
their origin and complexion from the
picture which inspired genius has given
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of her to the world. The interest created
by the association of the heroine’s career
with that of the gifted lover who has
procured for her the honour of poetical
immortality is not, it is pleasant to know,
confined to the country that gave her
birth. All over the British Isles and
throughout the English-speaking world
her worth, unfortunate fate and her
premature death have found admirers and
sympathizers as cordial and sincere as
any that Caledonia has produced.

‘Of the particulars of the life of Mary
we have but a very meagre account, and
curiously enough it happens that in the
locality where from first to last she
passed most of her days, little is known
and still less recorded of her ; while the
town where she spent but a few days of
her existence has by the mere accident
of her death there almost monpolized the
attention of her death there almost mono-
polized the attention of her biographers,
Official documents as well as consistent
traditions have assigned to Dunoon the
honour of being her birthplace.

[As we have already seen, ‘Mary was
born in the year 1768 in Auchamore or,
by interpretation, Bigfield, a space of
ground forming the south-western and
south-eastern parts of Kirn and Dunoon
respectively. A complete transformation
in the aspect of the district from what it
was as I (Archibald Munro) remember
fifty years ago has, with other antique
buildings, overtaken the plain but inter-
esting but-an’-ben (: house with outer
and inner room), where Mary drew her
first breath. The spirit of modern impro-
vement is answerable for the disappearnce
of the notable cottage.

(2) According to Mr Maurice Lindsay,
‘the Mariolaters of the 19th century atte-
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mpted to make of Mary Campbell the
ideal ‘Spiritual’ love of his life ; but, as
I (Maurice Lindsay) have already indica-
ted, the evidence suggests that she was,
in fact, merely another peasant-girl be-
guilded into lifting her skirts by the
force of Robert’s personality and the
urgency of his desire. In any event those
very skirts may well have been lifted to
others before. If anyone whom he sought
could have given Robert love on his own
terms, Margaret Chalmers was surely
that woman : yet she chose not to.

The above-shown ‘two songs and the
poem “To Mary in Heaven' do not repre-
sent Burns even at his second best. It is
thus nonsense to claim, as Allan Bayne
has done, that ‘Highland Mary’ for ever
remains as the inspirer of Burns at his
best «--e-- and whoever seeks to define
this ideal maiden deserves the reprobation
of all pure-minded men and women !”
(One smiles, in passing, at the Victorian
pretence that virginity is woman’s “pure”
or “ideal” state !) Without seeking to
belittle this girl whom sentimentality has
elevated to the absurd role of Burns’s
“Beatrice”, the contemporary, or mnear
contemporary comment of John Richmond
for the Train Manuscript may be quoted,
with the caution that while gossip remains
gossip, it is often inspired by at least a
small degree of basic truthfulness.

Mr Lindsay quotes Richmond as fol-
lows : “Her character was loose in the
extreme. She was ‘kept’ for some time by
a brother of Lord Eglinton’s, and even
while a servant with Gavin Hamilton and
during the period of Burns attachment it
was well Known that her meetings with
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Montgomery, were open and frequent,
Richmond told Mr. Grierson that Mont-
gomery and Highland Mary frequently
met in a small alehouse called the Elbow
——and having often in vain tried to
convince Robert of her infidelty, upon
this occasion they promised to give ocular
proof of their assertions. The party reti-
red to the Elbow. Richmond (Mr. Grier-
son’s informant) was one, and they took
their seats in the kitchen (sic) from which
two rooms branched off to the right and
left — being all the accommodation the
house contained ------ After waiting long,
and when Burns was beginning to ridi-
cule their suspicions, Mary Campbell ap-
peared from one of the rooms, was jeered
by the party in a general way, blushed
and retired. Another long interval clapsed
and Burns began to rally his spirits, which
were very much sunk. Montgomery wal-
ked out of the same room. Burns coloured
deeply, compressed his lips, and muttered
‘damn it’

After enduring considerable bantering
from his friends, he soon gave way to
the general hilarity of the evening, and
his friends thought he had seen enough
of Highland Mary, but in a few days
after, he returned °‘like the dog to its
vomit’,

(It should be observed in passing, that
Lord Eglinton had no brother.)

A

Either of the two comments which we
have already read seems to be too plau-
sible for us to deny it. And again, the
pictures of Mary’s behaviors are described
genetically too vividly for us to erase
them.

There seems to have been no reasons
why Mary was falsely described with
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some intentional malice. If it is so with
her, she may have done such and such a
thing somewhere and sbmetime. It is quite
natural that, as there is light and dark
in this world, so are there two phases.
opposite to each other in man. She could
be no exception, either.

Why is it that Burns, who had been
womanizing, and who ought to have had
no lack of women, was fascinated by such
a merely peasant-girl as Mary Campbell
and had written ‘To Mary in Heaven,
which made John Gibson Lockhart admire
itself as the noblest out of his ballads,
then ? It may, in fact, be rebuked as
superficial to put such a question. Finally
speaking, the eye with which Burns saw
into any character or any heart in a
human being was different from an ordi-
nary one. He could discern Mary’s true
figure at her deep bottom.

Mr. Bannatyne says : ‘She had no worldly
wealth, no particular intellectual gifts,
but she had those qualities of heart and
mind which gained and retained the affe-
ctions of the poet’. ‘Her association with
Burns commenced at a time of extreme
bitterness and disappointment in Burns's
life, a time when he saw nothing left to
him but to leave his native land. It was
then that Mary entered into his life, a
sweet, guileless, but extremely loyal and
intensely devoted Highland lassie, and she
it was who helped to resurrect in him a
proper appreciation of the true value of
things, and to some extent his faith in
mankind and confidence in himself and
his destiny,’ says the Rev. John C. Hill,
What a keen and proper assertion each
of the two is !

To Burns, therefore, it did not matter
what Mary was regarded as and spoken
of by others and whether she was pure
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and impure. Burns it was that knew
Mary best. Burns it was that loved Mary
most profoundly. Is there ‘now’ any need
that one says this or that of Mary, whom
Burns knew and loved so ? We do not
hesitate to see that Mary is to Burns is
what Beatrice is to Dante. Jesus, even to
the impure woman drawn out to him by
the Pharisees, was yet writing on the
ground to wait for ‘time’ to resolve the
question. What a merciful manner his
was ! How extremely noble a manner his
was ! Thus in due course of ‘time’, the
movement of Mariolatry in the nineteenth
century did begin to Mary. True, such
was not unreasonable.

This was finished on 27th October
1979, one week after the anniversary
of Mary Campbell’s Death.
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