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“Once in a generation, a collection of books and manuscripts appears from almost 
nowhere that is met with a mixture of awe and stunned silence, followed by concerted 
action to bring it into public ownership.”

John Scally, National Librarian 



THE HONRESFIELD LIBRARY
In Spring 2021, one of the most significant auctions of literary materials in a generation was announced. 
The Honresfield Library, collected and curated by Rochdale’s William Law, comprises over 500 handwritten 
manuscripts, rare first editions and letters in the hands of the Brontë siblings, Robert Burns, Jane Austen, 
Lord Byron and Walter Scott. Until the auction was announced, much of the Library had not been consulted 
for nearly 100 years.  

An auction by its nature enables a highest bidder to acquire materials or items of significance. Where the 
lots are of such unique cultural significance, a risk arises – of collections being lost to the public. There was a 
very real possibility that the Honresfield Library, already divided for a maximum-profit sale, would go abroad 
or into private hands. 

A consortium of the UK’s principal literary heritage organisations was therefore formed with the express 
purpose of saving this collection for the nation and giving the public access to the literary treasures for the 
first time. Coordinated by the Friends of the National Libraries (FNL), the membership includes the British 
Library, Oxford University’s Bodleian Library, and the National Library of Scotland. Crucially, the consortium 
has succeeded in having the auction delayed, to enable the collective fundraising to buy the entire Library. 

BRINGING THE BARDS HOME – the Scottish context
A Scottish Partnership has been formed within the consortium to advocate for the return to Scotland of the 
38 manuscripts from the nation’s best loved writers. The National Library of Scotland is proud to be leading 
the bid, with the support and expertise of the National Trust for Scotland (guardians of the Robert Burns 
Birthplace Museum) and Abbotsford (the home of Sir Walter Scott). Whilst fundraising is underway, the detail 
of how the collection will be dispersed and allocated is to follow. The priority for the time being is to ensure 
that the manuscripts that underpin so much of Scotland’s contemporary identity are repatriated.

Scotland’s impressive literary heritage is well represented in the Honresfield Library, with star manuscripts 
from the nation’s best loved writers.  

The first is a 43-page Commonplace Book compiled by Robert Burns between 1783-85 — when the Bard 
was living at Lochlie Farm and was yet to publish his work or achieve fame.  It contains drafts of his earliest 
surviving poems, and so gives great insight into his early poetic development and literary methodology, 
alongside quotations from philosophers, poets and writers which indicate the breadth and depth of his 
reading. As the precursor to the Kilmarnock Edition, this volume was abruptly abandoned part-way through so 
that Burns could produce and publish, to great acclaim, his first collection of poems.

The second is the working manuscript of the great 19th century novel Rob Roy. Written in Sir Walter Scott's 
own hand on three paper types, and subsequently bound into the one crested vellum-bound volume, it is 
a work which carries as much physical weight as metaphorical. Yet it is the only manuscript novel of Walter 
Scott’s to remain in private hands. 

The fact that the Honresfield Library has not been seen for almost a hundred years suggests that its 
contents are unimportant. This could not be further from the truth – for this is an unrivalled collection 
of original works by the country’s literary giants. But the manuscripts of Austen, Burns, the Brontës and 
Scott are at risk of being sold into private hands and rendered inaccessible to the public once more. 

The National Library of Scotland, as a member of a nationwide consortium, proposes an alternative 
scenario, in which the works of Scotland’s most celebrated writers are saved for the nation. The 
American Patrons of the National Library and Galleries of Scotland is spearheading the campaign in 
North America and is calling on all those with a love and passion for Scotland, its culture and heritage to 
pledge their support.

The presence of Scott and Burns manuscripts in the Honresfield Library is a 
welcome reminder of our rich literary tradition. I am excited by the opportunity this 
acquisition presents to make these magnificent works of literature accessible to the 
public and researchers, in Scotland and across the world. 

Amina Shah, Incoming National Librarian
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A number of other manuscripts pertain to the 
lives and work of these two national treasures. 
Around a dozen of Burns’ letters are included 
- to his friends, patrons, lovers, and discussing 
the price of harvest, his contemporaries and 
request for monetary loans. One is the sole 
remaining letter from Burns to his father, in which 
he describes debilitating ill-health and religious 
concerns. The letters are written across many 
years and locations – to include the poet’s 
tours around Scotland as his work proved to 
be popular. They are a direct window on to 
his life, his preoccupations and his character 
– from a relaxed geniality when conversing 
with old friends, to more strained concerns 
about financial or physical health. Each one is a 
contributing piece to our understanding of the 
illustrious poet at the most formative periods of 
his career and life. 

Another item encapsulates the important 
function of letter writing at the time. Lord Byron’s 
handwritten critical discussion of the published 
letters and correspondence of Burns, as an art 
form rather than functional exchange, tells us 
how Burns was regarded by contemporaries. 

The first canto of Scott’s The Lay of the Last 
Minstrel is also present in the collection. 
Purportedly written while he was recovering after 
being kicked by a horse on Portobello sands, it is 
significant as one of the first major poems written 
by Scott – and his arrival on the scene as a poet 
of consequence, rather than just a collector of 
material.   

Fragments from Scott’s later novels and travel 
journals, including to the coast of Scotland 
in 1814 as Commissioner for the Northern 
Lighthouse Service, are also present in the 
Library. 

The value of the ‘Scottish items’ – including 25 
Robert Burns manuscripts, 11 by Walter Scott, and 
two Byron letters – is in the region of £2.75M. 

Literature and the creative use of the English 
language and its dialects have been among 
the great contributions made by the people 
of these islands. Now is a time to act together, 
to preserve and share some of the greatest 
examples of this heritage.

Richard Ovenden OBE, Trustee of the FNL 
and Bodleian Librarian, University of Oxford

The National Library is fortunate to have in its 
collections a number of complementary materials. In 
addition to the literary manuscripts of Walter Scott’s 
ground-breaking historical novels Waverley and 
Redgauntlet (both of which were donated before 
1925 to the Advocates Library, as the precursor to the 
National Library) and The Heart of Mid-Lothian, they 
hold the biggest collection of Scott's correspondence to 
be found anywhere. The collection totals 3,500 letters 
written by Scott, and around 6,400 letters which were 
addressed to him.

They also have an abundance of Robert Burns material 
- most notably the Glenriddell Manuscripts gifted to 
Scotland in 1913 by US Collector and Industrialist John 
Gribbel. This collection is celebrated as Burns’ Third 
Commonplace Book, and contains a passage copied 
from the First Commonplace Book presently being 
auctioned. In July 2020, the Burns collections were 
further enriched with the addition of four of his letters 
and a draft sonnet, not seen since the 1930s.
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BUDGET

The significance of the Honresfield Library is such that the consortium is required to raise $20 million to 
secure it for the national collections. An independent valuation has concluded that this is a very fair price, 
with a private treaty price likely to be closer to $35 million. 

Raising the funds by the October 2021 deadline will be a significant challenge, but the support we have 
received for the endeavour to date has given us the confidence and reassurance needed to forge ahead. 
We are awaiting decisions on funding approaches totalling $14m, while early pledges to the campaign total 
$3m. The remainder is to be raised from private funders and we are now inviting you to add your support 
to the campaign to Bring the Bards Home. If you can, please enable us to safeguard and restore public 
access to these Scottish literary treasures. 

Thank you for your consideration of this proposal.

To donate to the campaign, please visit americanpatrons.org

If you would like to discuss the campaign further please contact:

Peter Drummond-Hay, Chair of the American Patrons of the National Library and Galleries of Scotland
peterdhay@americanpatrons.org 

American Patrons of the National Library and Galleries of Scotland
31 West 34th Street, 7th Floor #7010
New York, NY 10001
212-812-4362

APNLGS is a 501(c)(3) organization, EIN 26-1307050. All contributions are tax-deductible to the extent 
permitted by U.S. law. 

The National Library of Scotland is a registered Scottish charity, No. SC011086

OR CLICK HERE TO DONATE NOW

http://americanpatrons.org
mailto:peterdhay%40americanpatrons.org?subject=
https://donorbox.org/save-the-honresfield-library



