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The Immortal Memory

by john d. spence, k.c.

Mr. President:

THE CALEDONIANS of Winnipeg have
been very kind to me: and I wish in the
first place to thank you and them for the

courtesy of your invitation and the very great
consideration with which I have been received
and welcomed. I feel myself a friend among
you. When it was my good fortune, some years
ago, to visit that part of Scotland from which my
people came, I was interested to notice the way
in which the word ''friend" was used by the
relative who acted as my guide. He would say:

"We must go to see Mistress So-and-so, she is

a friend" or "John So-and-so is a friend, he will

be expecting you." And I found that in his

vocabulary, friend meant not only one toward
whom you felt kindly, or who felt kindly toward
you, but one, however distantly related, in whose
veins the same blood flowed. In that sense,

also, may I not call myself a friend? For we
have a common Scottish ancestry, and with it

a common love for the old land of our fathers, a
common pride in the character and achievements
of the Scottish people and a common interest in

the peasant poet whose birthday we are met
to-night to celebrate. In all these things we
find from the first a bond of understanding and
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sympathy. And may I presume to say to you,
as Burns said to the great of Edinburgh, I come
to claim the common Scottish name with you,
and to tell the world that I glory in the title.

I assure you that it is with some diffidence

that I approach my task this evening—to
propose the toast to The Immortal Memory.
To speak to Scotsmen about Burns, and those
Scotsmen the Heids o' Depairtments in a great
community, is no slight adventure. What can
I say or know about him that you have not
already heard and known? Great pens and
great voices have busied themselves with him.
Sir Walter Scott, almost his contemporary;
Lockhart, prince of Scottish biographers

;

Carlyle in his supreme essay; poet after poet
since Burns' day, acclaiming him as among the
greatest of their fellowship. How shall I quote
him; how shall I even enter into the inner sense
and meaning of his poetry, I who am Scottish

only by derivation, whose speech is not the
speech of Burns or his countryside? And then,

you are experts in Burns. Coming to you to

speak of him, one might feel, but for your
kindness, that he was before a whole congrega-
tion of "sermon-tasters," eager to pass upon his

"feenish."

I am not sure, however, that I wish to say,

or you to hear, anything new about Burns.
Our most cherished friends are not those in

whom we are always seeking or finding some new
thing: they are those whom we can always
place—in the colloquial phrase, we always know
where to find them. We leave them, or they
leave us, for a time; business or other interests
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separate us: but when we meet again it is always
with the assurance of hearing again the familiar

tones, the assurance that eye will meet eye and
heart heat in unison with heart as in the days
when we learned to know and love them. And
so with Burns. I am not sure that the ideal

hour on a Burns' anniversary would not be spent
in merely recalling the things about him that are
most familiar, the lines and verses that years ago
made their mark upon us; in renewing in simple
fashion our friendship with the man who was
above all the poet of simple human friendship
and humorous sympathy. Perhaps if my
tongue had the proper burr, I could not do better
than take this old battered copy of " Poems,
chiefly in the Scottish Dialect, printed for the
author and sold by William Creech, at Edinburgh
in 1787," to turn over the fellow dog-eared
pages and find the passages which have stirred

us to laughter or to tears or to patriotic fervour
in days gone b}^. We should find here, not all,

for Tarn O'Shanter and most of the songs came
later, but very much of the verse that has made
Burns dear to his countryfolk and famous in

the world.

I suppose that not a few among us, brought
up in the clear cut and realistic faith of our
fathers, looked forward at times in our childhood
with shame and shrinking to that inevitable
day when we should stand before the Judgment
Seat, when the thoughts of all hearts should be
pitilessly revealed, when our every naughtiness
should be known, not only to the stern Judge of
all, but to our relations, to our neighbours in
the same street, to the assembled multitudes of

mankind. One might almost say that for
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Robert Burns that Day of Judgment had been,
in a very terrible sense, anticipated. For him,
thought and act and motive have been made to
stand naked to the gaze of the world in the
fiercest light of publicity. The Accuser of

Mankind has spoken, spoken by the lips of
Burns' early biographers, by the lips of his too
candid brother, Gilbert Burns, by the lips of

friends and foes, by Burns' own remorseful
utterances. And now, in these last days, a
new mouthpiece of Satan has arisen, to speak
in the new fashion of the biographical novel,

the method of which is to make fiction by
torturing the facts—particularly and with most
relish the sexual facts—out of all perspective
and proportion. And yet—and yet—we are
here to-night to honour Robert Burns!—to
honour him as to-night he is being honoured all

over the English-speaking world, in such
manner as no other poet or man of letters is

honoured. There are Browning Societies of the
elect; there are Dickens Fellowships here and
there; and the enthusiasm of their members is

its own justification and reward. But there is

no such spontaneous and general admiration and
affection for any other as is testified year after

year for rantin', rovin' Robin.

No man has made a more complete revela-

tion of himself than Burns. Rousseau wrote
the story of his own life—his Confessions—with
the avowed intention of being absolutely candid
and telling all the truth, concealing nothing,

sparing himself in nothing. Pepys, in his Diary,

written in a secret cypher so that it remained
unread for a century and a half, told much of

himself that he would not have entrusted during
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his lifetime to any confidant—certainly not to
his wife, "poor wretch!" But neither of them
has excelled Burns in the frankness with which
his actions, and the springs of his actions, have
been laid bare. The poems themselves, without
more, enable us to know this man as no other
literary man is known.

And what a man! If you seek for con-
sistency you will hardly find it. He is a turmoil
of contradictory beliefs, humours, emotions,
aspirations, passions. He wrote "The Cottar's
Saturday Night" with its deep reverence and
tenderness toward his father's faith. He wrote
"The Holy Fair," in which the Sacrament of the
church of his fathers is the subject of undis-
criminating fun and ridicule. He wrote

—

"When death's dark stream I ferry o'er,
A time that surely shall come;

In Heaven itself I'll ask no more
Than just a Highland welcome."

And he wrote

—

"There's naething here but Hielan' pride,
And Hielan' cauld and hunger;

If Providence has sent me here,
'Twas surely in His anger."

He lampooned and jeered at and defied the
Presbytery, but for the sake of Bonnie Jean he
submitted to its discipline. In politics, he
upheld with sincerity and conviction the cause
of freedom and the rights of the people, yet he
was a passionate adherent of the Jacobite cause,
the cause of the divine right of Kings. He was
tenderness itself to his fellow man, to the Mouse,
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to the Wounded Hare, to the Mountain Daisy;
Satan himself was the object of his pity

—

"I'm wae to think upon yon den,
Even for your sake;"

—

yet the very grave could not screen Mrs. Oswald
from the bitterness of his invective. He passed
from what he has called an idiot piety to harmful
license and from that to self-lacerating remorse.
He was a prey to constitutional melancholy;
yet he was the very genuis of jollity and good
fellowship, and the world rings 3

ret with his

laughter. He wrote the tender verses to Mary
in Heaven, than which there is no more exquisite

expression of pure affection; he wrote the
Epistle to John Rankine, glorying defiantly in

his wantonness; and wrote, too, some verses
which the frankest of his editors have not yet
ventured to give in their entirety to the world.
In his social relations, he was able to hold his

own with the learned men of Edinburgh; yet he
revelled with men whose only interests in life

were the enjoyments of the senses. He wrote
in English of the most limpid purity; he wrote
too at times in " Braid Scots," so broad and so
racy of his native shire that I doubt that many
of you could read it without a glossary. Cramped
by the narrow limitations of a peasant's life,

bred in an isolated communitj', harassed by a
heart affection which depressed his spirits and
brought him to an early grave, doomed to

harsh physical labour, dogged and humiliated
by poverty, he saw mankind as a whole in the
people of his humble parish, he spoke the
language of universal truth and universal
sympathy and established his position, not in

the opinion of the Scottish people alone, but in
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the opinion of the most competent judges of
world literature, as one of the greatest lyric
poets of modern times, with hardly a peer and
with no superior. There is no more arresting or
perplexing figure in all literary history than
Robert Burns, the peasant poet, his feet heavy
with the clay of his fields, the mire and filth of
his barnyard; his brow bright with the crown
and glory of immortal song.

Burns, it is true, had some early advantages.
One was his knowledge of the English Bible,
that great instrument of literary culture, whose
influence can be traced in the writing of practic-
ally every master of English prose since the
time of James I. Then there was his familiarity,
as a child, with the folklore of his native Scotland.
There was the direction given to his thoughts by
John Murdoch, the young teacher whom Burns

'

father and others were able to emplov for a time
to educate their children. Oh, these poor
Scottish schoolmasters and teachers! Them-
selves often outstanding examples of plain
living and high thinking, cultivating literature
on a little oatmeal, in how many Scottish
breasts have they implanted the love of learning
and the passion for excellence! And there was
the genuine, simple, liberal-minded piety of
Burns' father. Scotch granite takes a high polish;
and there is no finer culture than is produced by
the influence of the Christian spirit on the
rugged excellences of the Scottish character.
If his father's religion did not guide Burns' life,

it at least gave him insight and comprehension
and furnished a constant attraction toward the
things that are more excellent. It was one of
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many conflicting forces of which Burns' erratic

career was the resultant.

The Chaplain will forgive me for saying that
Burns might have been happier if he had had
less religion. If he had been able to dally

and flutter through life, taking his fun where he
found it with the gay and defiant raillery of his

epistle to Rankine; if he had been of so flippant

a nature as to be able with a light heart to

desert Jean Armour; if he had been able reckless-

ly to incur debts leaving others to pay them;
he might have joined the Jolly Beggars and
saved himself many a pang. But he would not
have been Burns; nor close to the hearts of the
Scottish people. Then, too, he might have
been happier if he had had more religion. Who
can doubt it? We can picture him following in

the footsteps of his father, giving his days to the
hard task of wringing a scanty living from the
soil,

"To make a happy fireside clime
For weans and wife,

That's the true pathos and sublime
O' human life."

till at last, "his lyart haffets wearing thin and
bare" he takes his place, loved and revered,

"the saint, the father and the husband"—priest

and patriarch of the fireside circle. But if that
life of toil and serenity, without lapse and
without deviation had always been his, he would
not have been our Burns; nor should we have
come here to-night to remember him. Out of

the storms and stresses of his nature, out of his

degradations and aspirations; out of the clash

of base passion with high ideal; out of his
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contradictions; out of his wrestlings with self

and circumstance; out of his poverty and his

knowledge of the poor, came the understanding,
the brotherly kindness, the humour, the melody
that has charmed the world. For Burns was
essentially of those who learn in passion and in

suffering what they teach in song.

In the presence of this strange and com-
pelling personality we do not judge nor apologize

nor pity nor forgive. Who are we that we should
judge, or apologize, or forgive, or even pity?

We take him as he is, with his greatness, with
his littleness: with his tenderness, his blasting

wrath, his blistering satire; with his boisterous

humour and his depression; shall we not be
honest and say, with his sensual coarseness?

yet with his exquisite purity—I repeat, with
his exquisite purity—with his lapses and his

remorses, and we dare to say: This is Robert
Burns. Nay, this is Scotland. Nay more,
this is humanity itself.

Humanity—yes. But humanity cramped .and

frustrated, never permitted to come to its full

fruition. Long before he grew to manhood Robert
Burns felt the burden of the laborious "darg,"
the crushing weight of exhausting drudgery.
He felt the burden of social tyranny : the insolence

of the factor whose harshness brought suffering

and tears into his father's household, and gave
bitterness to his hatred of class distinction.

His mental powers were extraordinarily great,

but their scope was limited: for he had access
in his young days to only a few of the English
classics. He went to Edinburgh and found
friends : but found also that for most of the great
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folk who received him there he was an object ot

curiosity—a rare specimen to be studied under

the lorgnette. He was in their world but not of

it. He returned to the pursuits of his boyhood;

made a futile effort to succeed as a farmer:

clutched for subsistence at the wretched stipend

and more wretched occupation of a gauger.

"Searching auld wives' barrels,

Ochone the day!
That clarty barm should stain my laurels,

But—what '11 ye say?
These movin' things ca'd wives and weans,
Wad move the very hearts of stanes."

"I hae a Avife and twa wee laddies,

They maun hae brose and brats o' duddies;

Ye ken yoursels my heart right proud is,

I need na vaunt,
But I'll sned besoms, thraw saugh woodie3,

Before they want."

Burns felt and acknowledged his debt of

honour to Jean Armour and he mortgaged his

soul to pay it. Is it wonderful that the un-

satisfied nature of this young and passionate

man, hungry for beauty, hungry for love,

hungry for adventure, hungry for life, sometimes

filled its belly with the husks that the swine

did eat? Is it wonderful that in his youth and
in his later years the strong wine of his tempera-

ment, warm, vital, impulsive, poured into

sordid bottles, sometimes burst impetuously

through the restraints of conventionality and
decorum?

Convention? Convention and Burns were

never cronies. He moved by impulse, not by
strict rule. Life for him was no thin, colourless,

odourless, tasteless concoction—nae skinking
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ware, that jaups in luggies. It* was a true

haggis, made up of many and various and in

part of very, very homely materials, but

"warm-reekin', rich."

His sensibilities were acute. For him the

life about him, commonplace enough to the

commonplace, pulsed and throbbed and thrilled

with emotion. Was he, indeed, as William

Watson called him

"A dreamer of the common dreams,
A fisher in familiar streams?"

Is it true that

"He saw what all men see—no more
In heaven and earth?"

Perhaps that is so. Perhaps it is the chief

glory of Burns that, restricted as he was by
circumstance to seeing only what all men saw,

or might see, he saw it differently : that

"As when thunder crashes high,

All darkness opes one flaming eye,

And the world leaps against the sky

—

So fiery clear

Did the old truths that men pass by
To him appears."

We cannot deny that whole realms of thought

and poetry were closed to him. Within his range

his poetic workmanship was faultless, but his

range was limited. You read the verse of Shelley

or Keats, or even some of the lesser poets of our

own day and you realize that they achieve

effects which Burns never attempted.

"Cloud UDon cloud the purple pinev/oods clung to the rich

Arcadian mountains,
Holysweet as a column of incense, where Eurydice roamed

and sung"

—
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You will find no such lusciousness of rhythm
as that in Burns. I do not say that it is better
than Burns, but it is wholly different in quality.

Take Shakespeare

:

"The cloud-capped towers, the gorgeous palaces,
The solemn temples, the great globe itself;

Yea all which it inherit shall dissolve,
And like this insubstantial pageant faded,
Leave not a wrack behind. We are such stuff
As dreams are made on: and our little life

Is rounded with a sleep"

—

You will find no such majestic imagery in Burns:

Or take Wordsworth:

"It is a beauteous evening, calm and free,

The holy time is quiet as a nun,
Breathless with adoration; the great sun
Is sinking down in his tranquility;
The gentleness of heaven is on the sea.
Listen, the mighty being is awake
And doth with his unceasing motion make
A sound like thunder everlastingly"

—

You will find no such large serenity in Burns.
Alas, not for him was that holy quiet, that
breathless adoration: not for him that great
sun, sinking down in his tranquility. His day
ended in storm and gloom, the bailiff almost
at the door, his stricken heart heavy with
foreboding for wife and weans, among them
that wee bairnie who came into the world as

his father left it.

What then has given Burns his great place?
For us of Scottish blood there is a partial

answer. For Burns did much for Scotland.
He gave her back her soul. Politically, socially,

in her language and in her literature she was
becoming a mere appanage of England. Burns
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stirred her into new life. As Wallace and

Bruce in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries

achieved the political independence of Scotland,

so Burns, in the eighteenth, established her

independence in matters of the mind and spirit.

He made Scotsmen glory again in the name of

Scotland. He took the language of his own
countryside and by the magic of his art, he made
it the vehicle of humour, of tender sentiment, of

satire, of patriotic ardour. He took the ancient

melodies of Scotland and married them to

immortal verse, making for himself a sure place

as the greatest song writer of all time. He took

the ordinary Scots folk of his neighbourhood and

made them live as types and yet as vital human
beings, known of all men. He poured along

our veins a flood of Scottish pride—or prejudice,

if you will, and as he himself styled it—which

has never subsided. We are proud to-night of

being Scots because Burns gave body and

blood, energy and vitality to the ideal of Scottish

character. WT
ho of us has not felt his heart beat

at times a little faster at hearing:

"Wha wad be a traitor knave,
Wha wad fill a coward's grave,

Wha sae base as be a slave,

Let him turn and flee.

Wha for Scotland's King and law,

Freedom's sword wad strongly draw,
Freeman stand or freeman fa'

Let him on wi' me."

Bannockburn, Bruce, Wallace, Edinburgh,

have a richer meaning for us to-day because of

the intense patriotic fervour of Robert Burns.

But Scottish pride does not explain Burns'

place in the world. If he were merely Scottish,
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he would be for the Scots alone. Burns is for

all the world. No man goes to Burns to be
intrigued by a baffling philosophy or by ingenious
turns of language; nor for the sensuous delight
of soft rhythms and flowing cadences; nor for the
clash of classic tragedy; nor for the epic grandeur
of conflict and triumph in heavenly places.

Despite his intellectual greatness, Burns is

essentially the poet of the primitive; the prophet
of our common humanity. He took the ordinary
things about him and as the chemist takes
coaltar, commonplace, black and unsightly, and
makes from it the most exquisite dyes, perfumes
the most delicate, he made them even for the
ordinary man into things of beauty that are a
joy forever. We feel for him a kinship such as
we feel for no other man of letters. His aspira-

tions are our aspirations; his failings are our
failings; his loves are our loves; his hatreds are
our hatreds. He says for us in the ordinary
occasions and relations of life, what we should
have liked to say for ourselves. He is alive;

intensely alive and intensely human. Through
all his poetry and all his life there glows the

humorous sympathy, shrewd but tender, that
makes him brother to all men. Because he is

the poet of the primitive he is the poet of the
universal—the poet of us all. That is the

secret of Burns' wide appeal. He saw to the

heart of things . He wrote of the essence of things

.

And because what he wrote is in its essence

universally true, Burns' little parish, as he saw
it, may well stand as the microcosm of the

world.

We live in more expansive days. Life

for us is played out upon a larger stage. They
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tell us that in the Hartz Mountains one may
stand upon the summit of the Brocken and see

one's own image reflected upon the wide expanse

of cloud and vapor, a spectral form, huge,

gloomy and forbidding. Magnified to the

dimensions of the supernatural, it is but one's

self, the same in every line and feature, in every

attitude and gesture. So magnified in these

later days we see the persons of Burns' simple

drama.

Burns writes:

"Ye see yon birkie ca'd a lord,

Wha struts and stares and a' that;

Though hundreds worship at his word,
He's but a coof for a' that."

We turn, and the coof has become a Kaiser,

rattling his sword, shaking his mailed fist and
sending nine millions of men to bloody death for

a false system and a false ambition.

Burns writes:

"See yonder poor o'erlabored wight,
So abject, mean and vile,

Who begs a brother of the earth
To give him leave to toil.

And see his lordly fellow-worm
The poor petition spurn,

Unmindful though a weeping wife
And helpless offspring mourn."

We turn, and we see the vast spectre of un-
employment, and the misery that comes from
unemployment lowering over us, threatening our

peace and the peace of the world. A million and
more in the British Isles dependent on the dole; a

million land-hungry Chinese crowding for bare

subsistence into Manchuria; Japan, with her
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population increasing a million a year, casting
envious eyes on the vacant spaces of other lands
where her people might find work; nations
clamoring for a place in the sun that they may
ensure the profitable occupation of their people.

Burns writes

:

"There's mony a creditable stock,
O' decent, honest, fawsont folk,

Are riven out baith root and branch
Some rascal's pridefu' greed to quench."

We turn, and see whole nations wrenched from
their ancient holdings—Armenians, perhaps, or
Mennonites—in their thousands and tens of

thousands, made wanderers over the face of the
earth. What, again, are Capital and Labour,
holding high and world-wide conference at
Washington or at Geneva to consider living and
working conditions, but Caesar and Luath,
Burns' Twa Dogs, holding their

"lang digression
About the lords of the creation."

and canvassing the lives and virtues, the joys

and miseries of rich and poor?

If the picture is magnified for us, it is still

the same picture. Burns' world and our world
are the same world after all. And it is proof of

the universality of Burns, of his greatness as a
man and a poet, that his words and thoughts
are eternally true in spite of changed conditions,

are applicable to all the world as they were to
Kyle.

What is Burns' message for this restless,

overgrown, turbulent modern world? The
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same message as he had for his own little

community. Freedom, brotherhood. Well

may we honour the Immortal Memory, for not

only has Burns attained his dear desire

"That I for puir auld Scotland's sake
Some useful plan or book might make,

Or sing a sang at least;"

but in his singing he has joined

"the choir invisible

Of those immortal dead who live again
In lives made better by their presence."

In the year of the birth of Burns, Scottish

soldiers under Wolfe scaled the heights of

Quebec, formed up with their English brethren

on the Plains of Abraham, overcame French
resistance and gave Canada to the British

Empire. One hundred years later, during the

Indian Mutiny, Scottish soldiers under Havelock
marched with their English comrades to the

relief of the little band of despairing Englishmen,
who with their women and children held Luck-
now for eighty-seven frightful days against dense
masses of besieging mutineers, suffering all the
horrors of war, famine, pestilence and sleepless

fatigue. The day of deliverance came:

"Hark, cannonade, fusilade! is it true what was told by
the scout,

Outram and Havelock breaking their way through the
fell mutineers?

Surely the pibroch of Europe is ringing again in our ears.

All of a sudden the garrison utter a jubilant shout,
Havelock's glorious Highlanders answer with conquering

cheers,
Forth from their holes and their hidings our women and

children come out,
Blessing the wholesome white faces of Havelock's good

fusileers,
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Kissing the war-hardened hand of the Highlander, wet
with their tears.

Dance to the pibroch—saved—we are saved—is it you,
is it you?

Saved by the valour of Havelock, saved by the blessing
of heaven"

—

Only a month or two ago the world stood at
gaze while a Scotsman, representing in his
person the ancient realm of Britain, bore to
the great Republic of the West a message of
disarmament and peace. Shall we say that his
was a Quixotic mission—one more fruitless and
hopeless endeavour for world betterment?
Or shall we look forward to a day, when humanity,
freed from the horror of war, shall perhaps bless
the name of Ramsay Macdonald—shall kiss the
hand of this Highlander, wet with her tears?

Three weeks since, as the new year was
beginning to swing Westward from Greenwich
across the Atlantic there was heard far over the
vast spaces of this North American continent
the midnight tolling of Big Ben in London.
Then by the astounding wizardy of present day
science, the New World heard in clear human
tones set to familiar melody the greeting of the
Old. And in whose words was that greeting
conveyed? Not in the majestic imaginings of
Shakespeare, not in the grand periods of John
Milton, not in the serene accents of Wordsworth,
not in the rich and luscious cadences of later
masters of English verse. No!—in the homely
words of Robert Burns

:

"And there's a hand, my trusty fiere!
And gie's a hand o' thine."

the language of friendship, of brotherhood, of
human loyalty and trust and sympathy. As
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formerly from heart to heart, from man to man,
so now from nation to nation, the message which
Robert Burns has been casting abroad for a
century and a half from the little "auld clay

biggin" in Ayrshire, to Scotland, to the English
speaking race and to all the world.

What has been its influence? How much
of Burns was in the mind and heart of the
Scotsman Lord Elgin when he gave effective

meaning to responsible government, the charter

of freedom, in Canada, and so laid strong and
enduring the foundations of the British Common-
wealth? How much of Burns was in the mind
and heart of the Scotsman Campbell Bannerman
when, greatly daring, he gave an autonomous
constitution, the charter of brotherhood, to

South Africa and made it possible for the white
races there to live and work in friendship and
harmony? And what of Burns in the mind and
heart of the Scotsman, Ramsay Masdonald, as

he breaks through convention and precedent to

carry a message of peace, brotherly love and good
will to the great nation which should be, and
please God now and always shall be our nearest
friend.

Robert Burns, Robert Burns. If the day
shall come, wrhen they shall beat their swords
into ploughshares and their spears into pruning
hooks, when nation shall not lift up sword
against nation, neither learn war any more; if

the day shall come

4'When the war drum throbs no longer and the battle flags

are furled,
In the Parliament of Man, the Federation of the World;"
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if the day shall come, as

"... . come it may
As come t will for a* that.

That man to man, the warld o'er,

Shall brothers be for a' that."

if, as at Quebec, we shall scale the heights of

peace and range mankind on a higher level of

achievement and aspiration; if as at Lucknow
we shall break through the dark and writhing
masses of race hatred, and national rivalry and
jealousy and fear and envy and suspicion and
greed and blood bitterness and unholy ambition
and deliver humanity into a new freedom, how
high on the scroll of seers and prophets and
heralds of the new era shall be written the name
of Scotland's peasant poet, Robert Burns?
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