Robbie Burns: A Lovely Life
By Rod Fraser

Portrait of Robert Burns
Today is the 263rd birthday of the Scottish poet,
Robert Burns (1759-1796). He wrote about his many
loves during his short life ─ in largely personal
terms. If you were a sweet young lass who turned
Robbie’s head, more often than not, you’d find
yourself remembered in one of his charming poems.
O once I lov’d a bonnie lass,
Aye and I love her still.
And whilst that virtue warms my breast.
I’ll love my handsome Nell.
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A gaudy dress and gentle air
May slightly touch the heart.
But it’s innocence and modesty
That polishes the dart.
When he was fifteen years of age, Robbie met his
first love, ‘Handsome Nell’. Her full name was Nellie
Kilpatrick. It seems the two of them were paired off,
when bringing in the harvest one summer, at the
farm of his father, William Burnes (I don’t know why
there is a difference in the spelling of their names).
Robbie never told Nelly of his feelings, but she was
the first to be immortalized in one of his lovely
poems.
It turns out Robbie was a bit of a womanizer
during his short life of only 37 years. His first carnal
adventure was with Elizabeth Paton (called ‘Betsy’),
a servant of the family, who became pregnant and
had a lovely baby girl in 1785 (named Elizabeth
Burns, but known as ‘Bess’). Her mother, Betsy, was
said to have had a plain face, but a lovely figure.
While Robbie’s mother wanted the two of them
to be married, it appears Miss Paton settled for a
cash payment of £20, from the publication of Burn’s
first volume of poetry. She later wed a local farm
labourer ─ a widower named John Andrew. They had
four children together and were apparently quite
happy with each other.
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Patton, but she was the exception, as you will see
below.
As this drama over Betsy’s pregnancy was being
quietly settled, Burns took up with Jean Armour,
whom he later married. But not before impregnating
her with twins, who were born in 1786. Her father
was outraged at the whole affair, and wanted her to
have nothing to do with Burns. He considered him
poor marriage material.

Robert Burns and Jean Armour
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I see her sweet and fair;
I hear her in the tunefu' birds,
I hear her charm the air;
There's not a bonnie flower that springs
By fountain, shaw, or green;
There's not a bonnie bird that sings,
But minds me of my Jean.
With Jean’s father preventing their meeting (let
alone marriage), Burns took up with Mary Campbell,
a young woman from the Western Highlands. He
tried to persuade Mary to join him in emigrating to
the West Indies. Here is one of his poems honouring
Mary, his Highland lassie,O.
She has my heart, she has my hand,
By secret troth and honour’s band!
Till the mortal stroke shall lay me low.
I’m thine, my Highland lassie, O.
Farewell the glen sae bushy, O!
Farewell the plane sae rashy, O!
To other lands I now must go,
To sing my Highland lassie, O.
Burns was deeply in love with Mary Campbell.
The historical record tells us she was with child when
she died in Greenock ─ possibly of typhus ─ in the
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departure for those who hoped to emigrate to the
New World. It was here that Mary Campbell and
Robbie Burns made their final plans to sail for the
West Indies. It all came to naught when Mary died
shortly thereafter.

Robert Burns with Mary Campbell

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.
As a matter of historical interest, my g-g-great
grandmother ─ also named Mary Campbell ─ hailed
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was never exposed to the attentions of Robbie
Burns. She was only ten years of age when Burns
died. Too young even for Burns ─ it seems.
After the death of Mary Campbell, Burns turned
his attentions once again to Jean Armour. Her father
would not allow them to marry (or meet), so the
couple lived apart ─ but met each other secretly.
Jean soon became pregnant, once again with twins.
Both girls died within a month of their birth in March
of 1788.
By this time, Jean’s father, James Amour, had
reconsidered. It seemed clear the path of minimal
scandal lay with permitting their marriage. The fact
that Burns had become a successful poet by this
time, contributed to his changed thoughts on the
matter.
Jean Armour had nine children with Burns (while
he had at least four with other women) and she
outlived him by 38 years. During her lifetime, she
lived to see him celebrated throughout the world. It
was a turbulent marriage, as Burns continued to
have affairs throughout.
One of the saddest cases was that of Jenny Clow.
At age twenty, she was a servant at the home of a
friend of Burns. There she fell under Burns’ spell and
was soon with child. As was typical of those times,
particularly since Burns was also involved with her
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I dreamed of forest alleys fair
And fields of gray-flowered grass,
Where by the yellow summer moon
My Jenny seemed to pass.
I dreamed the yellow summer moon,
Behind a cedar wood,
Lay white on fields of rippling grass
Where I and Jenny stood.
Although Burns provided some financial support
for Jenny, it was insufficient for her needs. He even
offered to take their child and raise it as his own, but
Jenny would not part with her son. She died three
years later with TB. Burns took two weeks off from
his duties at the custom house to care for this poor
young woman on her death bed.
There were other affairs and dalliances during the
short life of Robbie Burns. But he is mostly
remembered for two of his more famous poems,
‘Auld Lang Syne’, often sang at Hogmanay, and
‘Address to a Haggis’.

If you don’t know these poems, then you clearly
haven’t been to a ‘Burns’ Night’, an event celebrated
by Scots on the 25th of January each year. In
addition to a night of good Scottish cooking
(including Haggis), a young man purporting to be
Robbie Burns himself, stands on the stage and talks
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He mentions his wife Jean Armour, and the lovely
women he met during his short life, honouring each
with a wonderful poem he hopes will make them
immortal. Often, he moves from one part of the
room to another, to punctuate the different times in
his life, and the different women he has loved.
If I recall correctly, the young man finishes his
talk with the loveliest poem of all, ‘My Love is like a
Red, Red Rose’.
O my Luve is like a red, red rose
That’s newly sprung in June;
O my Luve is like the melody
That’s sweetly played in tune.
So fair art thou, my bonnie lass,
So deep in luve am I;
And I will luve thee still, my dear,
Till a’ the seas gang dry.
Till a’ the seas gang dry, my dear,
And the rocks melt wi’ the sun;
I will love thee still, my dear,
While the sands o’ life shall run.
January 25, 2022.

