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Robert Burns completed his Border Tour between May 5th and June 1st 1787. When you take into account all the places he visited and distance travelled, which included the North of England (next year perhaps) it was no mean feat considering he was on horseback.

Our first trip to the Borders was on 24th March 2007 and we will inevitably retrace some of our steps to places already visited. However, if like me, you never seem to tire of the Border countryside.

Leaving Mauchline we head towards Biggar and Blyth Bridge onto the A701 to Leadburn where we join the A6094 to Roslynn Chapel an architectural gem. Though there is no mention of Burns visiting Roslynn it is well worth taking the time to see it for ourselves. We will have a guided tour here.

Leaving Roslynn we head along the A6094 to Bonnyrigg, turn right on the A68 through Dalkeith then left onto the A6093 to Pencaitland and Haddington. It’s here in Haddington we will meet up with members of Grants Braes Burns Club at the Tyneside Hotel where we take lunch. After our meal, members of the Grants Braes Burns Club will show us the Burns related sites around the town. The club took its name from the house (now demolished) where Gilbert, his family and mother lived. After our tour we bid farewell to our hosts (and day trippers) and continue south on the next leg of our journey.  

We head south east on the A1 to Dunbar as Burns called it “a neat little town”. It was here on 22nd May that he dined with the Provost and called on Miss Clark, a maiden in the Scotch phrase, “guid enough but no’ brent new”. She wanted to see what a rare show an author was; and to let him know that, though Dunbar was but a little town yet, it was not destitute of people of parts. Dunbar is of course better known for its fine brewery which produces among others, Belhaven Best.

It is not possible for us to follow exactly Burns’ route as he criss-crossed this region on his travels. On the 21st may he arrived at Peasebridge and dined with George Sherriff – “a crashing bore, talkative and conceited” – Sherriff, suddenly called away on business, left Burns alone the rest of the evening with his sister Nancy. Fortunately, brother George arrived home just in time. Next morning as Burns was saddling up, to his astonishment, Nancy appeared “as fine as hands could make her”, in cream-coloured riding clothes, hat and feather” to accompany him to Dunbar. In a letter to his friend Ainslie he described the journey. 

 In the words of the Highlandman when he saw the Devil on Shanter-Hill in the shape of five swine – “My hair stood and my pintle stood and I swat and trembled” – Nothing could prevail with her, no distant insinuation, no broad hint would make her give over her purpose (to make a sweetheart of me among her relations); at last, vexed , disgusted and enraged, I pretended a fire-haste and rode so hard she was almost shaken to pieces on old Jolly and to my great joy, she found it convenient to stop at an uncles house by the way. I refused to call with her, and so we quarrelled and parted.
I think at last, Robert may have met his match! Flirtation with pretty women, as he often declared, was just his kind of sport, but every now and then it backfired.

The next leg of our tour takes us to Dunglass where Burns was invited to dine with Mr Hood but had to refuse due to illness. 

Thursday 24th May – Mr Kerr and I set out to dine at Mr Hood’s on our way to England – I am taken extremely ill with feverish symptoms, and take a servant of Mr Hood’s to watch me all night – embittering remorse scares my fancy at the gloomy forebodings of death. I am determined to live for the future in such a manner as not to be scared at the approach of death – I am sure I could meet him with indifference, but for ‘The Something’ beyond the grave – Mr Hood agrees to accompany us to England if we will wait him till Sunday.

The following morning he had breakfast at Skateraw with Mr Lee, “a farmer of great note and an excellent, hospitable, social fellow – compatible at dinner – my revd acquaintance , Dr. Bowmaker, a revd, rattling, rattling, drunken old fellow – two sea Lieutenants, a Mr D Lee, a cousin of the landlord’s, a fellow whose looks are of that kind which deceived me in a gentleman of Kelso, and has often deceived me; a goodly, handsome figure and face which incline one to give them credit for parts which they have not… Mr Lee detains me till next morning”.

Friday 18th May – Via  Manderston, Chirnside, Foulden, Eddrington, Mordington and Halidon Hill to Berwick – an Idle town, bit rudely picturesque – meet lord Errol in walking round the walls – His Lordship’s flattering notice of me (Burns always loved a lord) – Dine with Mr Clunzie, Merchant. – nothing particular in company or conversation – come up over a bold shore and over a wild country via Burnmouth to Eyemouth – sup and sleep at Mr Grieve’s. 

At last, going in the same direction as Burns, albeit for a short distance and not in the same order.

                              EYEMOUTH

Saturday 18th May – spend the day at Mr Grieve’s – made a Royal Arch Mason at St Ebbe’s Lodge – Mr William Grieve, the eldest brother, a joyous warm-hearted, jolly, clever fellow – takes a hearty glass and sings a good song – Mr Robert Grieve, his brother and partner in trade a good fellow but says little – Mr James Carmichael, schoolmaster, of the partie an agreeable fellow – take a sail after dinner – fishing of all kinds pays tithes at Eyemouth. 

The Eyemouth Lodge considered Burns a very distinguished visitor indeed. They did not even charge him the usual fee, and the cutlery and utensils he used at the 

‘repast’ have been kept to this day. The minute for 19th may reads:

At a general encampment held this day, the following brethren were made Royal Arch masons, viz: Robert Burns from the Lodge of St James, Tarbolton, Ayrshire and Robert Ainslie, from the Lodge of St Luke’s, Edinburgh…Robert Ainslie paid one guinea admission dues…Robert Burns admit. Gratis.

Our overnight accommodation in Eyemouth is the ‘eyesleepinn’ where we will shower and change (optional) before going into town to the Ship Inn for dinner and hopefully meeting with some of the Eyemouth Burns Club members for a tour of the Burns related sites and some harmony. It is twin bedded rooms with two exceptions (already booked), so please choose your roommates carefully!

After breakfast on Sunday, again at the Ship Inn we head for Duns.

Friday 16th May – Dined at Duns with the Farmers Club – Company – impossible to do them justice – Rev Mr Smith, a famous punster and Mr Meikle, a celebrated Mechanic and inventor of the threshing-mill – lie again at Berrywell (home of Robert Ainslie)

On arriving at the Ainslie home at Berrywell he found Rachel waiting for him. There was no one else at home and Burns found himself alone with her in the house. He was enchanted with her. ‘Miss Ainslie’ – the amiable, sweet, the sensible, the good humoured, the sweet Miss Ainslie, all alone at Berrywell…’ The two had dinner together – ‘how well-bred, how frank, how good she is’. There was no banter, no flirtation here, although he did note later, ‘I could grasp her with rapture on a bed of straw’. Burns was at his gentlemanly best. There was no sport to be had with his best friend’s sister. This was no ‘piece’. Rachel Ainslie was in a different class altogether from Nancy Sherriff. He went on ‘Charming Rachel! May thy bosom never be wrung by the evils of this life of sorrows, or by the villainy of this world’s sons’. His prayer was answered. She was only nineteen at this time, and although she lived long, she never married and preferred to live quite happily at home. 

He went to the local church in Duns with the family on the Sunday morning and found himself sitting with Rachel. She couldn’t find in her bible the text the minister, Mr Bowmaker, had given out, which was on sinners. While she was looking through the pages, Burns scribbled the following in his notebook and passed it to her:

                       Fair maid, ye needna take the hint,

                       Nor idle texts persue,

                      ‘Twas guilty sinners that he meant,

                       Not angels such as you! 

Burns never lost his admiration for her, but he always kept his distance, an unusual stance for him. She was a friend. Strangely, he never ‘made a song upon her’. Perhaps, for the first time on the tour, Burns was able to be himself with a woman.

While at the Ainslie home he found packets of original poetry sent to him by Londoner Symon Gray who wanted Burns’ honest opinion. Burns duly replied to the first package: ‘Simon Gray you’re dull today’.

And to the second: ‘Dullness, wit redoubted sway, has seized the wits of Symon Gray’.

And when a third bulky parcel arrived:

‘Dear Symon Gray, the other day,

When you sent me some rhyme,

I could not then just ascertain,

Its worth for want of time.

But now today, good Master Gray,

I’ve read it o’er and o’er,

Tried all my skill, but find I’m still,

Just where I was before.

We auld wifes’ minions gie our opinions,

Solicited or no’,

Then, of its fau’ts my honest thoughts,

I’ll give - and here they go.

Such Damn’d bombast no time that’s past,

Will show, or time to come,

So Symon, dear, your song I’ll tear,

And with it, wipe my bum.

Nothing further was ever heard from Symon Gray. 

Taking the A6112 we head for Coldstream, the entry in his journal is short and sweet. “Monday 7th May – Coldstream – went over into England”. No more than four words for a significant invasion. After all Robert Burns had never stepped on foreign soil, he had never been out of Scotland before. Ainslie told James Hogg more than fifty years later that on this single occasion Burns had knelt down and invoked a blessing on Scotland, quoting his own work. He and Ainslie returned to Coldstream and spent the night there. While at Coldstream Burns crossed the “Glorious River Tweed” and had tea with Mr Brydon.  The Coldstream gaurds, though not raised here, took there name in memory of marching through here to defeat Richard Cromwell and place Charles 11 on the throne.

The Journal continues:

“Tuesday 8th May – Breakfasted at Kelso – fine bridge over the Tweed – enchanting view and prospects on both sides of the river, particularly the Scotch side – visit ruins of Roxburgh Castle – a bush growing where James 2nd was accidentally killed by the bursting of a cannon – bad roads – magnificent farm houses and fine lands not above 16 shillings a Scots acre – came up the Jed to Jedburgh to lie and wish myself goodnight”. 

Passing through Kelso as we head for Jedburgh we should get a glimpse of Floors Castle a Georgian structure with 19th century turrets and domes. 

“Wednesday 9th May – Breakfast with Mr Fair – who is blind but the first man of business as a Writer in the town. Mrs Fair, a crazy, talkative slattern and her sister (Miss Lookup) an old maid, get into an argument about the relief minister.

Burns was glad to escape the two women by going two miles out of town to attend an auction of land. He met a Captain Rutherford, an ex-soldier, who had been in America with the British Army and had been captured by the Chippewah Indians. Burns happily accepted his invitation to dine and was immediately captivated by the daughter.

“Miss Rutherford a beautiful girl, but to far gone woman to expose so much of a fine, swelling bosom…

He met Mrs Fair and Miss Lookup, the sparring sisters, the following day when he and Ainslie were asked to join the ladies in an afternoon walking party to the Love-lane. The acquaintance did not improve on either side. This was because all Burns’ attention was given to Miss Isabella Lindsay, a pretty girl, fond of laughing and fun, but the other ladies, Miss Lookup in particular, were keeping a wary eye on them both. Shaking himself free of Mrs Fair and Miss Lookup with some difficulty, he

“somehow or other got hold of Miss Lindsay’s arm – my heart thawed into melting pleasure after being so long frozen up in the Greenland Bay of indifference amid the noise and nonsense of Edinburgh. The poet is a point and a half of being damnably in love.

Just as Isabella and Burns were getting better acquainted, Miss Lookup fell upon them reproachfully and abused the girl particularly for her flirtatiousness. Burns had to restrain himself from cursing her to her face as an interfering old virgin.

After breakfast the following morning, Burns took the opportunity of walking with Isabella down the garden of a friends house. He discovered that his bosom “ is as tinder as ever…I find Miss Lindsay would soon play the devil with me”. He goes on: “After some little chit-chat of the tender kind, I presented her with a proof-print of my Nob which she accepted with something more than tender gratitude. She told me many little stories which Miss L had related concerning her and me, with prolonging pleasure – God bless her. Was waited on by the Magistrates and presented with the freedom of the Burgh”.

One has the feeling he would rather have had the freedom of Miss Isabella Lindsay! It is typical of the man that he devotes a paragraph to chit-chat after breakfast and one line to a prestigious honour.

Leaving Jedburgh we head for Melrose and have the opportunity to visit Dryburgh and Melrose Abbeys and take in the famous Scott’s view. Depending on time we will have an afternoon break in Melrose before moving on to the Elphinstone hotel in Biggar for dinner.

Saying farewell to Biggar we wend our weary way home to our respective abodes after having an enjoyable and informative weekend. 
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