
ROBERT BURNS

Thk name of Robert Burns is a well-unclerstoocl signal for an

Iverfmv of Si sorts of commonplaces from the riglit-mindcd cntic.

These commonplaces run mainly in three channels-^ecstatic aston-

ishSent^STnc ing that a ploughman was also a poet
:
wringing of

haSs ovJr the admission that the ploughman and^poet was likewise

-^ dnmkard; and a somewhat miscellaneous lover: and caustic

Jeveritv upon "he lionizers and " admirers of native gen, us xvho

?mdd find no employment more appropriate than that of excise-

officer for the brfg^teit and finest mind of their country and genera-

?Sn All these commonplaces must stand confessed as warranted

hv the facts • they are truths, but they are also truisms. We have

Lrd them Very often, and have always sat in meek acquiescence

and unfed^ed concurrence. But the time comes when they have

been repelted frequently enough to make the enlarging upon them

rS^ariEess and the profuse and argumentative n-enforcement ot

them a stiperfluity. The reader of the allowing lew observations

Su I dar sJv, consent to understand once for all that Burns really

s a ploughman-his own plough-driver on his father's or his own

sn an farmi and became in due a.rse of time a great poet, and in

undue course a toper ; and was fit.for "^-^ /oftier occupa i^^^^^^^^^^

the Ranging of ak-banels, and seizing of ilhcit stills. J'^c reader

and 1 may Itart from these facts as rather elementary data ;
and he

till perhaps not resent my stating them m such reasonable breMty

."consists with my plan, and without much improx^ng of the

orras on There are plenty of other books concerning Brrns where

SweS fointafn-hea^ds of'^morality. and of ardent but deprecatory

enthusiasm, are kept continually on tap.
ir^u^.^.^A rv.tro

Robert Burness (or Burncs)-lor such was his inherited p.itro-

nv^thoSgh in after years he thought fit to condense it into Burns

-was born on the 25th of January (some authorities say the 29th),

itTo at a small cottage in the parish of AUoway, about two miles

ou?h-west ofthe town of Avr. ' His father, William Burness vv as

son of a farmer in Kincardineshire. Owing to the poverty of his

?am.?v, he had in ^outh come south, and had served as a gardener in

various families. In December, i757. he had marncd Agnes Brovvn

who survived bv many years her illustrious son. T he lather, a man

of superior "ndJrstand^iJg, and of the strong "Prigjt, sdt-respectmg

character so honourably distinctive of the better Scotch peasantry

took, when he married, a perpetual lease of seven acres of land, wh ch

he cultivated as u nurservman ; here he Personally built his oxn n

cottage. Robert was the eldest son of the union, "i^j^^t^er had a

(lire struggle to maintain tor a decent subsistence and to educate

his familv Robert was sent to a neighbouring school m the sixth

year of his age, and soon showed some lx)okish hkings ;
aftt carets,

he received a Uttle instruction at home, partlv from his father. He

managed to pick up a snialtering of French (which he wns ""t -averse

to airing in after years), and had a quarter of a year s practice in

V


