
Grants Braes Burns Club 
receives boost for 

Robert Burns’ 2009 
Homecoming celebrations 

 
Following a major funding award, the 
Grants Braes Burns Club, based in 
Haddington, East Lothian, has been 
working to repair and improve access to 
three sites in the county associated with 
Robert Burns’ family. These include the 
location of the cottage (Grants Braes) 
where his mother Agnes Broun lived and 
died, the family well and the family 
graveyard at Bolton Church outside 
Haddington. Agnes, Gilbert Burns 
(Robert’s brother) and many of his family 
are all buried there. 
 
The grave is in the final stages of 
restoration to its original condition, with 
cleaning of the headstone, landscaping 
and the erection of the authentic railings 
which were removed during World War 
II. 
 

 
Initial cleaning in Autumn 2007 

 
The well and monument at Grants Braes 
are also being renovated and woodland 
walkways have been constructed to link 
them to the ruins of the cottage. 
 

All three sites have been in a state of 
disrepair and not generally visible or 
easily accessible to the public. 
Interpretation boards will be erected to 
detail the history of the locations and a 
website has been developed 
(www.grantsbraes.org), to promote 
wider access. Guided tours will be 
carried out by local volunteers and 
advertised through the press and on the 
website. The work on the grave is 
finally nearing completion, and 
construction of the pathways started at 
the end of last year. 
      

 
Final touches at Bolton Kirkyard 

 
The funding will also enable Grants 
Braes’ Burns Club to plan a series of 
events in East Lothian to mark the 
250th Homecoming anniversary of 
Robert Burns’ birth in 2009. 

 
 
Support has come in the shape of 
awards from the Heritage Lottery Fund 
and Viridor Credits. These grants 
amount to £21,300 and £17,479 
respectively, with additional support 
from Haddington Community Council, 
Scottish & Newcastle PLC and a 
Tourism Grant from East Lothian 
Investments . The total  is £42,527.00. 

http://www.grantsbraes.org/


Grants Braes – the story 
and the Legacy 

 

 
An engraving by Peter J. Westwood 

showing the house on the road to 
Haddington (c.1820) 

 
On or around November 1800, a large 
family made a long journey from Dinning 
in Nithsdale to the farm of Morham West 
Mains in East Lothian. Making this 
arduous trek were the newly appointed 
farm manager Gilbert Burns, his family 
and his mother Agnes Broun. After four 
years there, he was appointed Factor of 
the nearby Lennoxlove estate, and with 
the salary went the tenancy of Grants 
Braes, a house he was to live in for 23 
years. He had a large family and with his 
wife, eight children, mother and sister all 
under one roof, the two story house must 
have been quite crowded. 
 
Gilbert Burns was said to be quite unlike 
his brother in character; serious, hard-
working and an elder in the parish church 
in Haddington. Robert Burns however 
may have been instrumental in his 
brother’s move to East Lothian. Mrs 
Frances Anna Dunlop of Dunlop has 
variously been described as Burns’ mentor 
or mother confessor, and it was one of her 
sons, Captain John Dunlop who farmed 
Morham West Mains to which Gilbert 
first came. It is hard to avoid the 

implication that the influence of Mrs 
Dunlop and Robert Burns led to the 
appointment. 
 
In the 1930’s a monument was erected 
near the remains of the cottage, and the 
well from which Agnes drew water for 
the family was renovated. 
 

 
Ruins of Grants Braes 2008 

 
In 1820 at Grant’s Braes Agnes Broun 
died just short of her eighty-eighth 
birthday.  She had seven children, 
three of whom predeceased her.  Of 
her many grandchildren, at least ten 
died before her, a reflection of her own 
old age and the much shorter life 
expectancies of those times. 
 
She was carried to the Kirkyard in the 
famous ‘Bolton Hearse’ below. 
 

 
The Bolton Hearse 

(©scran.ac.uk) 



The Grave at Bolton 
Kirkyard revived 

 
During the Second world War, in common 
with many ‘municipal’ locations, the 
original Victorian railings were removed 
from the Burns’ family grave for the ‘war 
effort’. In order to reflect the original 
visible recognition of Gilbert Burns and 
his family, it was decided that as much as 
possible should be done to halt the decay 
of the lair, and to restore it to its previous 
condition. This was done with the aid of 
archive photographs and built by expert 
craftsmen skilled in the art of re-casting 
historical designs which had not been seen 
for generations. 
 
The project started with the removal of 
layers of old paint from the tombstone and 
the re-cutting of the inscription which had 
weathered over the years. After careful 
study of an old photograph, a new set of 
iron railings was designed and cast and 
assembled in the kirkyard in November 
2007. Many of Gilbert and Jean’s children 
died tragically young as can be read from 
the inscription; 
  
Erected by GILBERT BURNS, factor at Grants 
Brae in memory of his children ISABELLA 
who died 3 July 1815 in the 7th year of her 
age, AGNES who died 11th Sept 1815 in the 
15th year of her age, JANET who died 30 Octr 
1816 in the 18th year of her age. And of his 
mother, AGNES BROWN who died 14 Jany 
1820 in the 88th year of her age; whose mortal 
remains lie all buried here. Also of other two 
of his children viz. JEAN who died on 4 Jany 
1827 in the 20th year of her age and JOHN 
who died on the 26 Feby 1827 in the 25th year 
of his age. GILBERT BURNS thier (sic) father 
died on the 8 April 1827 in the 67th year of his 
age. Also buried here, ANNABELLA, sister of 
Gilbert Burns, who died March 2 1832 aged 
67. 

 

 
The headstone in original condition 

 

 
The cleaning work starts 

 

 
The railings arrive 

 

 
The scaffold is erected 
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On a cold and wet Sunday afternoon in 
February 1987 – forty five men and boys 
gathered in the shadow of St Mary’s Kirk 
in Haddington, East Lothian to celebrate 
the life of Robert Burns. 
It was at the Tyneside Tavern in the town 
that the first of many successful 
gatherings took place. An afternoon of 
music and prose was repeated annually for 
a number of years, parading talent from 
the many corners of the Haddington 
community and beyond. 
 
Eventually the Tyneside Tavern Burns 
Brunch Club became the ‘Grants Braes 
Burns Club’ and was proposed by the 
Braw Lads Burns Club for membership of 
the Robert Burns World Federation. This 
was achieved in 1999 – with a mission to 
develop the recognition and appreciation 
of the East Lothian connection. 
 
That link is recognised by the adoption by 
the East Lothian club of the ‘Swinton’ 
portrait of Burns – acknowledged as 
having been in the possession of Agnes 
Broun and which she said was the most 
faithful representation of her son. 

Paisley Burns Club at Bolton 
Kirkyard in June 2007 

Last year, Paisley Burns Club visited 
parts of East Lothian with significant 
Burns connections, including Bolton 
Kirkyard, celebrating the success of 
the funding award. 
 

 
The grave restoration nears 

completion 
 
The project was recently highlighted 
on STV’s ‘Scotland Today’ 
programme, and has received 
favourable press coverage. 
As work now nears completion, 
project organiser Bob Mitchell said 
that for too long the sites had been the 
forgotten gems in Robert Burns’ story., 
adding that the awards, a result of a 
great deal of hard work by club 
members, were very welcome. 


