What was it like growing up under the shadow of Robert A. Burns?  Well, there was never a dull moment as I always wondered what this wonderfully talented, creative, funny, and cantankerous brother of mine would do next.  You might say that, I’m a charter member of the Robert A. Burns Fan Club
Somewhere along the line there was the idea of being a fine artist.  He studied painting and did several pictures, two of which hung in the family home until it was sold in 1998.  I last saw one of them for sale in a shop on South Congress.  I still have the water color study he did of me at age 9 or 10 reading a book one lazy summer day when there was nothing else to do.  Summers with Bob in the house were always fun.  When we had to stay in the house, we would watch TV and parody the shows and even the commercials to great peals of laughter.  The tow of us could pass quips and puns back and forth that we both “got” whether or not anyone else did.
In high school, he really began to come into his own.  For his homeroom’s Christmastime deck-the-door contest, he made a large, very detailed façade of Notre Dame using corrugated cardboard, wooden dowels, saran wrap, and thread.  Needless to say, he blew the competition away.  His acting came to the forefront also, after a brush in junior high with the greasepaint as a paperboy in UT’s production of “Our Town.”  In his senior year he played the lead in “The Skin of Our Teeth” and the mayor in “Teahouse of the August Moon.”  For a mellerdramer performance, he made his own mutton-chop whiskers hair by hair until he got it just right.  
In college, the acting continued.  He gave a wonderful performance as the very old butler in Chekhov’s “The Cherry Orchard”, for which he again created all of his prosthetics and hairpieces which took four hours to put on with the makeup.  Our older brother recorded this transformation in a remarkable series of photos.  And, as one of our cousins said, “He died so wonderfully” as the curtain fell.  With a group of fellow character actors, there were marvelously funny performances of Gogol’s “The Inspector General” (Bob playing one of the slapstick twins) and Shakespeare’s “Twelfth Night” (where Bob helped Sir Toby Belch carry out his nefarious plots).  For the children’s production of Thurber’s “The 13 Clocks” in the Experimental Theater, Bob created thirteen clocks for the foyer all showing the time frozen at ten minutes to five.  After the performance, he got down off the stage to visit with the children and answer their questions, apparently to both his and their mutual enjoyment.
Then came the journalistic years with the Texas Ranger and Free and Easy.  What crazy and wonderful cartoons and articles would pop out of that creative mind for the next issue?  Whether it was a series of photos showing how the Peace Corps was helping the African chief learn about new tools, featuring Rangeroos Charles Dent and “Tink” Hill, or his detailed maps of where the ethnic groups seated themselves in the Student Union this year, his pieces for the Ranger were always entertaining.  Also, who can forget the armadillos dancing and twirling between the jokes or the beautiful gold on black December cover drawing showing the three wisemen overlooking the little town of Bethlehem with the third one astride an armadillo.  All of this before Jim Franklin and others made the armadillo so ubiquitous.  At the 1977 annual Austin Fourth of July concert and fireworks display, Dr. Ernest Sharpe, head of UT’s School of Journalism for many years, told me that he thought that period of time when Bob was working on the Ranger was one of the most creative and enjoyable periods in its long history, and that he was disappointed that in the then current spate of articles about the magazine they completely overlooked this period.

For Free and Easy, of course there was much in-depth research to find the best doughnut, pizza, ice cream parlor, etc. in Austin along with the first listing of all the bars and clubs in town with who was performing where.  In addition, there were fascinating articles about local historical spots, personalities, and industries, including the largest manufacturer of artificial limbs in the U.S., which would prove to be very helpful knowledge in a future career.  And, was it a success?  He was in the black by the 5th issue!!!  And he gave all the files to the Austin-Travis County Collection in the old Austin Public Library building downtown so that they could preserve all of this information.
Somewhere sandwiched in between, over, and around these careers, there were many others. He designed and constructed sets for the Zilker Hillside Summer Musicals of Brigadoon, Finian’s Rainbow, and The King and I, a difficult one for which he ingenuously made a ship that could be stored under the king’s throne room.  He appeared as a clown/magician at children’s birthday parties, store openings, etc.  Also there was the starving artist that would appear at area art shows to display and sell wire animals using a simple handheld wire-bending jig and his fertile imagination to create whatever the customer requested.  The artist also appeared in his commercial art shop, the RH Factor, which was boldly protected by a flock of rabid ducks (decoys found in the storage area when he moved into the shop).  It pleased him to be one of the featured local poster artists in the late 1990’s at the annual Armadillo Christmas Bazaar.
Then came the films, genealogy, costumes, and other projects which have all been pretty well covered elsewhere.   
“There are so many things to remember.” as Sir tells Cocky in Roar of the Greasepaint.  
One memory is the night in 1977 when Bob, Mary Church, and I went to see Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee play the blues at the Soap Creek Saloon.  Being plush as usual, we each had the price of admission and one drink that we planned to “Nixon” all night.  However, as we entered the main area, each of us holding our one drink in hand, someone shouted for us to come join him and his wife at their table.  The five of us squeezed around that tiny spool table and settled in for the night.  Our host was one of Bob’s RH Factor clients, and he was in a very generous mood. Every so often, he would swoop up all of our glasses and go get refills.  After a while, Bob, Mary, and I all held our glasses very firmly in our hands to prevent any more refills.  Our host stayed for the opening act and the first set of Sonny & Brownie.  Then, much to our relief, he left before their second set. This gave us a chance of sobering up somewhat before we had to drive home in an hour or so.
The hardest part of Bob’s death is knowing that I can never dial the phone again to share some idiotic incident of the moment, share some memory, or just to chitchat.  I will never get the answers to all of the questions that I meant to ask.  For example, I would still like to know how the *&^% he got the job as dialect coach for Vanessa Redgrave in The Ballad of the Sad Café. 
And always, hanging over everything, is the question of why didn’t more people see the many sides of this amazing person, and why wasn’t he recognized and rewarded better for his many wonderful talents.  But then, would he have still been the wonderfully eccentric character that my brother always was?  
Probably, and he would have had enough money to do even more outrageous costumes, horror houses, parade floats, hoity-toity hats,  “et cetera, et cetera, and so forth.”
C. Ross Burns
June 8, 2004

