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The Poet going on a
Journey

(The First Part)

——Joys and Sorrows where Robert Burns
goes——

Mitsuyuki Tomita

"

One likes to ‘compare life to a journey’.
We may say such about the life of our
poet Robert Burns, too. His life, whether
he was conscious of it, was really a jour-
ney —— literally a unique journey. Such
being the case, we shall trace his vestiges
about the remvorals of all his family, whe-
ther he liked or not each of them, first, and
then about his own journeys which he
made as fancy led him on all sides in
strange lands. There must be joys and
sorrows waiting for the poet here and
there.

Back in the Remote Past

While we are tracing the ancesters of
Robert Burns, we find that we have already
come as far back as the early part of the
sixteenth century. The family tree com-
piled by Robert Duthei, Stonehaven, Kin-
cardineshire(on 25th January 1859, which
was the centenary of the poet Robert
Burns’s birth) begins as follows.

The Stuarts of Inchbreck found
the poet’s forefathers occupying the
farms of Brawlinmuir and Bogjor-
dan, which form that estate, when
they obtained it from Queen Mary
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But no authentic record remains of them

of anterior date to that on the tombstone
of James undermentioned, who was born
in 1656 and died in 1743.
——Of the dates of birth and death of his
three brothers no record exists, but the
rest of the Table is compiled from Paris
Registers and other unquestionable sources.
So the family tree itself dates back to
the early 1500’s (not so old). Next appears
James Burnes: he was born in 1656, mar-
ried Margaret Folconer, renting the farm
of Brawlinmuir in Glenbervie, engaged in
ploughing there, and died in 1743.

Now, there were seven children between
them. The third of the children was Robert
Burnes (the poet’s grandfather), who
rented the farm of Crochnahill, in the
parish of Dunnottar, and married Isabel
Keith. There were ten children between
them. The first of the children was James
Burnes ; he was born in 1717, married
Margaret Grub, and died in 1761 (two years
after the poet’s birth). He was Provost of
Montrose. And the third was William
Burnes (the poet’s father);he was born in
1721, married Agnes Broun, and died in
1784(the poet, 25).

As we may Know by the family tree of
Burnes, generally speaking, most of his
ancesters, excepting James Burnes, Provost
of Montrose, were peasants who lived on
renting farms from the landlords. In those
days, it was not so easy to make a liveli-
hood by leasing land in Scotland.

The name of Burnes can be traced by
the State records for above a thousand
years. For instance, in A. D. 814, Burnes-
stede, in Kent, was the subject of a char-
ter by Ccenulf. And in 938, it was at
Burnes-burgh that Athelstan defeated the
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Danes and Scots ; and at the Norman
Conquest, Burnes-ton, in Richmondshire,
was a large district bearing the name of
its proprietor. (Some other events will be
omitted below.)

If all the same family names belong to
one and the same ancester, the poet’s
must be one of the branches. In spite of
this ,as if he were indifferent to or as
he may be indifferent to such a thing,
he begins to tell us, at the beginning of
the prologue of his autobiography, “My
father was of the north of Scotland, the
son of a farmer, and was thrown by early
misfortunes on the world at large----- ”,
Such being the case, we must keep the
expression ‘farmer’ in mind because al-
most all the parts of his short life also
passed over with the removals for renting
a farm-—-a kind of journey.

It was a very difficult thing for a farmer
to rent a farm in the narrow country
Scotland——with a time limit. When the
term runs out, he must return it even if

~ the farm is not promising, when another

can not be obtained, he has to renew the
lease with patience, whether the ground
rent is raised or not, and he will go on
with working on it. If he should not be
inclined to do so and if there should be
a little better farm somewhere else, he
will, of course, move there ; but at that
time, perhaps, the ground rent will, taken
advantage of, have been higher than befo-
re. It was because of these pitiless condi-
tions that the Burnes family moved to
those strange lands one after another—
five times from the first to the last.

v
With a Heavy Step, having a Dream

William Burness [for so ess he spelt the



ORI EER ess -7 b) 1k Kincar-
dineshire o 43 ATHh -7, Dunnottar &=
27—t (BERigdi) cETHRLR, Thik
17164z p» @ Keith Marishal Zic L - CEIR
INTLE 5 Thic, 5 VWSRENLS, HO
RO FEL D b, Wiy b T, O E R E
2FEAC Stuart RORHERIERSELZE
CRFLUTRTHIEEAT, FARINRLL:
BDTHot, FHAOH Gilbert wriud, K
FEOTHEN William Burness &3 — A & %
B o C ol Blnoi & 25T, it
BoOErEb LbDThHhote, TSN O
BReHHEOAT, HHAFRIBREZEL
T, I FEE A, BEAERE MBI,
AN BRI TR L OB RO FHBT 5D
RHRALELEMHWcc Endb 0o TT] L D
Gilbert 15 - Td %,

William Burness (3> Ayrshire 28
BL, #LT%X T, #4ix§ix Fairlie & Doon-
side » Crawford KLz, FEREATE LCth~o
o}, BEREEE L CoXFLE LS EFHEL
ThHDTH-Tc, iz Ehss Doon (D
HIl) ORI T =— % —oLiwl v
Too L Z DM(=F v 35 OTFE JLF80< 1 1)
CHZOF T4 ThE] (biggin) 28T, %
LTC1757412 =, # - Carrick wfEt—&
Ko Agnes Brown(1732—1820) &\ &4
DEIER AR TR, & ORKIEERT,
6 DY, oF 3k A Robert Burns 7343
Hizo

MARER, LA TR DE BRI

WL OB, K&K - e—HlOZIE CYJFEEED
—EMAR ETUL I, TR OFS LB SR
THHR 57D T, £ Agnes i L»hb k%
fEL, HOF2 S VETT, BREEE
BFAD, T TREOEENETTHET, I

ending), the father of Burns, was a native
of Kincardineshire. He had been reared
on the estate of Dunnottar, which had
been forfeited by the Keith Marishal fam-
ily in 1716. Whether from this circumstance,
or from some other family tradition,
the poet was fain to think that his imme-
diate forefathers had been actively engaged
in promoting the cause of the Stuarts.
Family misfortunes, we are told by Gilbert,
the poet’s younger brother, compelled
William Burness and a younger brother
to leave the paternal manshion of an early
age in search of employment and subsist-
ence. ‘I have often, says Gilbert, ‘heard
my father describe the anguish of mind
he felt when they parted on the top of a
hill on the confines of their native place,
each going off his several ways in search
of new adventures, and scarcely knowing
whither he went.

William Burness at length migrated to
Ayrshire, where he successively served
the laird of Fairlie and Mr Crawford of
Doonside as gardener, designing to carry
on business as a nurseryman. He then took
a lease of seven acres of land near the
Bridge of Doon. He buit on this ground
(about 80 miles south-west of Edinburgh)
a clay ‘biggin’ with his own hands, and in
December 1757 brought to it a young bride
named Agnes Brown (aged 26), the daugh-
ter of a Carrick farmer. In this humble
dwelling their eldest son, the poet Robert
Burns saw the light thirteen months after.

One very stormy morning, when the poet
was nine or ten days old, a part of the
gable fell out by the blast which was blow-
ing ; and the rest appeared so shattered
that his mother took him tightly in her
arms and she ran through the storm to a
neighbour’s house, where they had to spend
the days of anxiety and inconvenience for
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about a week until their own dwelling
was adjusted. The poet tells us about this
event later, when he is twenty six years
old, in the short poem ‘There was a lad
was born in Kyle’

Our monarch’s hindmost year but one
Was five-and-twenty days begun,
‘Twas then a blast o’ Janwar win’

Blew handsel in on Robin.

And they lived here for seven years.
William Burness, himself a man of uncom-
mon intelligence for his situation in life,was
anxious that his children should have the
best educalion which their circumstances
admitted of. Burns was therefore sent
in his sixth year to a little school at Allo-
way Mill, about a mile from their cottage.
He, in his own narrative, passes over his
school attendance with slight notice, in
comparison with the legendary lore he
derived from the old woman (Betty David-
son) who resided in the family.

As for his father William, he attended
closely to his business together with his
wife Agnes. But howerer earnestly he
might work for six years, the farm did not
come to seem promising, Now at last they
reached the limit of their patience. Then,
one year after this(in 1766), when he was
seven years of age, his father left Alloway,
and setteled in the small upland farm of
Mount Oliphant, about two miles south-
east of it. But as his younger brother Gil-
bert states later, “it was almost the very
poorest soil I know of in a state of culti-
vation.” and it proved to be a bad bargain.
He and his younger brother, nevertheless,
continued to attend Murdoch’s seminary,
which was broken up in consequence of
its master obtaining a superior situation
elsewhere.

So his father William from this time
took upon himself the duty of instructing
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his two sons and other children. ‘Nothing’,
says his brother Robert, ‘could be more
retired than our general manner of living
at Mount Oliphant ; we rarely saw anybody
but the members of our own family. There
were no boys of our own age or near it
in the neighbourhood. My father was for
some time almost the only companion
we had’. He conversed familiarly on all
subjects with us(the boys about 7), as if
we had been men. He managed to get as
many books as possible to give us some
idea of astronomy and natural history,
and to let us understand mathematics and
literature and ancient history.

Six years afterwards, in the autumn of
1772, when Burns had already been thirteen

. years old, the school master Murdoch

returned to Ayr as Englishmaster in the
Burgh school ; and although Burns could
ill be spared from labour, he attended
there for three weeks during the follow-
ing summer. He shared Murdoch’s bed,
and every moment of their time was spent
together, day and night at their meals
and in their walks. Murdoch taught him
grammar and French ; and these subjects
he seemed to enjoy greatly, and that we
find frequently in his letters.

It had already been the aulumn (1773),
the harvest had been awaiting to be reap-
ed ; and so Burns could have found little
immediate time for study. And that year
he, who was fifteen years old, came to be
his father’s more reliable labourer. He
went out and reaped the harvest at the
farm. Besides this, he did reap the experi-
ence which suddenly caused his creative
gift to germinate. What on earth was it,
then ? It was the fact that Love and Poesy,
which kept throbbing all through his life,
took the focus on him and began to kindle

fiercely in him. The very tinder was a
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bonnie, sweet, soncie lass at the age of
fourteen——Nelly Kilpatrick(1760-1820)

If we let Burns tell us what he has to,
it will be as follows : “You know our
country custom of coupling a man and
woman together as partners in the labours
of Harvest. In my fifteenth autumn, my
Partner was a bewitching creature, one
year younger than myself. My scarcity
of English (corresponding to Scottish)
denies me the power of doing her justice
in that language ; but you know the Scot-
tish idiom : she was a “bonnie, sweet,
sonsie lass.” I did not know myself why
the tones of her voice made my heart-
strings thrill like an FEolian harp ; and
particularly why my pulse beat such a
furious ratann, when I looked and fingered
over her little hand, to pick out the cruel
nettlestings and thistles. My girl sung a
song which was said to be composed by a
small country laird’s son, on one of his
father’s maids with whom he was in love;
and I saw no reason why I might not
rhyme as well as he, who had no more
Scholar-craft than I had. Thus with me
began Love and Poesy.” The first song
which he rhymed was of the elements
which made him the supreme master of
Scottish song, and its first stanza begin-
ning with the title ‘Handsome Nell.

Handsome Nell

Oh once I loved a bonnie lass,
Ay, and I love her still ;
And whilst that honour warms my breast,
I'll love my handsome Nell.

[Tune “I am a married man.”)
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The Burns family lingered out twelve
years in the ungenial farm of Mount
Oliphant, and so at last they decided to
leave this place, full of memorials, at Whit-
sunday 1777. What was their destination,
then ?

X

Lochlea Beckons.

What sort of a land was it to which they
came over, according to a mere rumour
and slight hope, as if they had been catch-
ing at a straw ? It lies a few miles north-
east of the town of Tarbolton. This coun-
try is here composed of an undulating
upland, rising from the right or north
bank of the river Ayr, generally from
three to five hundred feet above the level
of the sea, and of bare and unattractive
aspect. The views, however, which are
obtained from some of the braces, are at
once extensive and beautiful. The farm
seems to have obtained its name from a
small lake in its neighbourhood.

It consisted of a hundred and thirty sour
and swampy acres, for which William was
to pay the exorbitant rent of a pound an
acre. (McLure was not a generous land-
owner, but afterwards he caused many
troubles between them two one after ano-
ther.)

Even under miserable circumstances, as
all the family members worked to the
extent of their ability, they seemed to be
more tolerable at Lochlea than at the two
other previous places, and the first four
years were perhaps the happiest the Burns
family were ever to know.

It was, according to the recollection of
his sister (Isabella, at this time that Burns
went for a short time to learn dancing (to
give his manners a brush), against which
his father naturally had an uncountable
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‘antipathy’. At this time, again, ‘his Love
going together with his Poesy’ further, he
composed songs on most of the handsome
girls in Tarbolton, and finally came to
embrace them all ; but here we omit the
names of the compositions and of the girls
as the objects.

Although he was thus possessed of the
‘two passions’, it is obvious through the
books which he read that he made efforts
to highten his own knowledge and culture
by reading as many books as possible : he
must have already been aware that he
possessed more education than those who
were around him. Anyway, he is about to
be full of youth, when he is twenty-three
years old. ‘Vive l'amour, et vive la baga-
telle’ were his sole principles of action.

In the meanwhile, the year 1784 came;
on the morning of 13th February, when it
was the cold winter, Burns and his sister
Isabella were in turn keeping watch over
their father William, who was quite ex-
hausted with the long overwork and the
painful disease, when she heard her father
telling that there was but one member of
the family about whose future behaviour
he was troubled, and she told Robert this ;
then he came up to the bedside and asked
the father,
you mean ?” When his father answered,
“Yes, it is.”, the future poet turned to the
window, tears streaming down his cheeks,
his bosom swelling as if it would burst
from the very restraint he put upon him-

saying “Father, is it me

self. A few hours later William Burness
breathed his last. It was at his age of 63,
and Burns was 25 at that time. His wasted
body was laid to rest in the old Kirk yard
at their native land Alloway——near the
‘biggin’.

ke
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Where to Next

The relation was, generally speaking,
as we have already seen, indeed severe
between a land-lord and a tenant in Scot-
land, too. The Burns family had been
worrying themselves about the year of the
renewal and the attitude of the land-lord.
Such being the case, as a refuge for the
family in case of the Lochlea landlord
proceeding to extremities, Burns and his
brother Gilbert had engaged at Martinmas
(11th November) 1783 another farm at the
rent of L. 90 per annum only two or three
miles dis-tant from Lochlea. Burns’s life
here, according to his brother Gilbert, was
frugal and moderate ; for he did not earn
more than seven pounds a year, however
earnestly he might work.

Thus, after the seven years, this family
moved into Mossgiel, where the rented
land had already lain, leaving the many
events and recollections behind in March
in the same year. It was Gavin Hamilton’s
property, which consisted of 118 acres of
cold and clayey soil lying in a bare upland.
Therefore it was no more promising place
than the previous ones.

“The first year, from unfortunately
buying bad seed, the second, from a late
harvest, we lost half of our crops”, he
tells us. But Poesy and Love never ceased
in him. It was his engagement with Mary
Campbell and her dying young shortly
afterwards that marked a most dramatic
turning point in his life. He made up his
mind to emigrate to Jamaica first and
then to pay for his passage by publishing
his poems; it was John Wilson, a bookseller
at Kilmarnock (about sixteen miles north
of Ayr), that undertook this riskful
enterprise. This was because the edition

was called ‘Kilmarnock Edition’.
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Fortunately the Kilmarnock Edition had
already been most favourably review-
ed by the literary circles of Edinburgh,
and all were agog to meet and entertain
this new poetic genius. [Such being the
case, a perfect copy today fetches over L.
2000 in the year 1959(two hundred years
after his birth).)(vide the beautiful roman-
‘The Highland Lassie
Mary Campbell’ in the previous volume.]

w

tic story about

Welcome——to Edinburgh

So, to Edinburgh waiting for him, on a
borrowed ‘pownie’,he set off Mossgiel, trave-
lling about 60 miles past the fields, over
the hills, and across the rivers, he went
on and on. It was on Sunday 27th No-
vember 1786 (aged 27). As he travelled he
crooned the quaint lines of an old ballad:

As I cam o’er by Glenap
I met an aged woman,
Who bad me keep up my heart,
For the best of my days were comin’.

The poet spent the intervening night
with a Mr Preatice and a circle of ad-

mirers at Covington Mains, near Bigger in

Lanarkshire, where he was wined and
dined in a style so lavish that the rider
was as jaded as his steed when they jogged
into Edinburgh’s Grassmarket the follo-
wing evening.

There he was met by his old friend John
Richmond and John Sampson. Richmond
had come to meet Burns out of friendship
and because Burns was to stay with him,
and Sampson had come because he wanted
the weary Pony to take him back to Ayr-
shire next day.

That day, the 28th November, when
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Burns reached Edinburgh, was a day
remarkable in the history of the city as that
on which Mr Palmer’s mail carriages were
started, by which letters were to be con-
veyed between the two capitals of the
island in the then surprisingly brief space
of sixty hours. The whole capital centering

“around the splendid Edinburgh Castle ris-

ing high up on the hill must have impress-
ed and surprised him more than he might
ever have imagined in its gayety and
merriment.

Richmond was in a writer’s office in the
capital, occupying a humble room in Bax-
ter’s Close and paying at the time three
shillings a week for it. Into this lodging
he was willing to receive the Ayrshire
poet. He came, as he tells us, without a
single letter of introduction, and, we can-
not doubt, with very little money in his
pocket.

Allan Cunningham relates, apparently
from some well-informed source:—
‘Though he had taken a stride from the
furrowed field into the land of poetry, and
abandoned the plough for the harp, he
seemed for some days to feel, as in earlier
life, unfitted with an aim, and wandered
about looking down from Arthur’s Seat,
surveying the Palace, gazing at the Castle,
or contemplating the windows of the
booksellers’ shops,...... And he found his
way to the lowly grave of Fergusson, and
kneeling down, kissed the sod ; he sought
out the house of Allan Ramsay, and on
entering it, took off his hat’.

Clearly, Burns had wasted little time.
He had gained for himself the interest of
powerful patrons. They were, for example,
the 4th Duke of Gordon (1751-93) and his
Duchess, the 4th Earl of Glencairn (1749-
91), Lord Monboddo (1714-99), Henry Ers-

kine(1746-1817), and so on. It was the Earl,
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one of these figures, that at once warmly
welcomed him when he presented himself
in Edinburgh, armed with Dalrymple of
Orangefield’s letter. Especially out of these
people, Erskine payed the way for Burns’s
acceptance by Edinburgh Society by allow-
ing it to be known that he considered
Burns his friend, and his success in the
capital was assured when he won the ap-
proval of his vivacious Duchess (1749-1812)
of Gordon.

Now, through the
prominent personalities in the capital his

influence of these

introduction to social and literary circles
was comparatively easy. They admired his
poetry, and were captivated by his personal
charm, his appearance and his conversa-
tion. The Duchess of Gordon and all the
fine ladies of Edinburgh maintained that
his conversation carried them off their
feet, and Principal Robertson, who knew
him well, stated that he was much surp-
rised by the excellence of his poems, but
his prose surprised him even more, while
his conversation surprised him most of
all. Regarding his personal appearance,
what struck one most forcibly were those
wonderful coalblack eyes of his, concern-
ing which Sir Walter Scott (1771-1832)

[aged 16 then) said “I never saw such
another eye in human head, though I have
seen the most distinguished men of my
time”.

Such being the case, the most learned and
exalted circles in the Metropolis were
surprised when, instead of finding him a
clownish, bashful, ignorant rustic, they
found that he was able and ready to take
his place by their side, and that, where
intellect was concered, he was in some
respect their equal and in others greatly
their superior. And as for Burns, it is easy

to understand why he should have valued
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his friendship with a man of such intel-
ligence as Dugard Stewart (1753-1828),
more highly than with many of the aris-
tocrats who so eagerly sought his company
to make their frippery parties ‘complete’.

In the meanwhile, Burns wrote the poem
titled ‘Address to Edinburgh’ composed of
eight stanzas. The following incident is
one of the factors. Within a month of his
arrival in the capital, he had been more
than once at the hospitable table of Lord
Monboddo. One day, on returning from a
first visit to his lordship’s house, his friend
Mr Geddes said to him, ‘Well, and did you
admire the young lady ?* Then ‘I admired
God Almighty more than ever ! Miss Burnet
is the most heavenly of all his works. he
said. And to this paragon of female love-
liness the poet makes special allusion in
his ‘Address to Edinburgh’ as rating her
among the wonders of the capitals. We
shall quote the fourth stanza, including
the first part of the third stanza, as
follows :

Thy sons, Edina, social, kind,
With open arms the stranger hail ;
Their views enlarg’d, their liberal mind,
Above the narrow, rural vale :

Thy daughters bright thy walks adorn,
Gay as the gilded summer sky :
Sweet as thy dewy milk-white thorn,
Dear as the raptured thrill of joy !
Fair Burnet strikes th’ adoring eye,
Heaven’s beauties on my fancy shine ;
I see the Sire of Love on high,
And own his work indeed divine !
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However great a person one may be, one
will meet some time or other one’s vicissi-
tudes of sensation. Such was Burns’s sensa-
tion that he had wined and dined with ma-
ny of the greatest of the land. And he had
sown the seeds of his own later partial
rejection from Edinburgh Society by bursts
of outspokenness which amounted to
plain rudeness, and by beginning to make
friends with convivial topers amongst the
humbler orders ; characteristics which
later led to his being found ‘impossible’ by
Edinburgh’s patrician hostesses. He had
not, however, settled the question of how

he was to earn his living.

AY

The New or Edinburgh Edition Appears.

Mrs Dunlop, a social leading person,
concerned with his prospects of earning
a livelihood in the Capital, had suggested
to him before he set out for Edinburgh
that he might apply for the chair of
Agriculture at Edinburgh University, or
perhaps even consider buying a commision
in the Army. He was too well aware of his
deficiencies for the former position ; but
the other proposal caused a stirring of his
old romantic conception of the military
life. But he politely declined the two.

By the beginning of December, Burns
and William Creech (1745-1815) had agreed
on publishing the poems, and he (Burns)
wrote Mrs Dunlop a letter telling that
the task of proof-correcting had been
completed by 22 nd May (1787). What is
now called ‘the New or Edinburgh Edition’
of his poems was proceeding satisfactorily
by dint of the Earl of Glencairn, the
Marquis of Graham,the Duke of Montague,
the Duke of Portland, and all the others

whose interest Glencairn had stimulated
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on behalf of the ‘Scottish Bard’s Subscrip-
tion’, and appeared on 21st April of the
same year.

It was sold unexpectedly best. The price
was five shillings to subscribers and six
shillings to the general. The price was the
largest sum ever paid by Scots people to a
Scottish author. Such a result as this made
Mrs Dunlop’s anxiety about the livelihood
of the poet in the Capital an imaginary
fear, perhaps causing him to live agree-
ably day after day. But it is a pity that
there were some troubles about money
matters between Burns and William Creech
which had been caused by the latter.

Burns dedicated some copies of the Edin-
burgh Edition to the members of the Cale-
donian Hunt. And the ‘Scots Magazine’ for
September 1787 quated the dedication to
the Caledonian Hunt an extraordinary
mixture of pomposity, perception, and
touchy pride, rising, however, to a noble
dignity at its climax. It runs as follows ;

The poetic genius of my country,
found me as the prophetic bard
Elijah did Elisha——at the plough,
and threw her inspiring mantle
OVEr Mig-«+e+» She whispered me to
come to this ancient metropolis of
Caledonia, and try my say, under
your kind protection.:--- I was bred
to the plough and am independent

Besides this, the ‘Universal Magazine’
(for May 1787), the ‘Monthly Review’ (for
December 1787), and the like praised Burns
warmly. And with his praises sounding
abroad——pirated editions appeared with in
a few months in Ireland and in America
——Burns had now achieved the main pur-
pose of his visit to Edinburgh. He there-
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fore decided to gratify his ardent wish to
visit as many as possible of the places
whose names were celebrated in Scottish
history and song.

It had already been more than five
months since he had come to the Capital
of Edinburgh from the farm of Mossgiel,
during which there were not always agree-
able things to him. It may go without
saying that it was, after all, the most
gorgeous and the most triumphant time
in his life.

Let’s recollect here the stanza which
Burns had crooned on his journey to the
Capital :

As I cam o’er by Glenap
I met an aged woman,
Who bad me keep up my heart,
For the best of my days were comin’.

(to be continued)



