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Who knows what the weather will be doing by the time you read this.  Based on 
what we have had so far this year it could be almost anything.  One thing that can 
be safely predicted is that the festival season will soon be in full flow again.  And 
another is that for the foreseeable future cranes will continue to be a feature of the 
Old Town skyline with major building projects underway and more in the pipeline.  
This edition’s photo-essay looks at a few examples and also exposes witches’ 
knickers.  We also consider a location just outside the Old Town area where 
development could have a visual impact on us: the old Royal High School.  We 
also mention a few changes and developments around the Old Town which you 
may or may not have spotted.   

In our last edition there was a piece about the riot around the Tron Kirk at 
Hogmanay 1811.  Audrey Deakin of the Scottish Historic Buildings Trust tells us 
that there is a surprising link between this story and Riddle’s Court.  The rioters 
would have been tried at the Edinburgh Police Court, which from 1805 was in 
Riddle’s Court – one of the many uses to which the building has been put.  Now 
the contract is just about to be let for the building’s latest transformation - into the 
Patrick Geddes Centre.  We hope to have more news of this in a future newsletter. 

Also in the last newsletter was a mention of the fascinating introduction to 
treasures from the Central Library collection which Library Development Officer 
Karen O’Brien gave us at our AGM in March.  In this edition Karen tells us more 
about those treasures and how we can access them.   

The Old Royal High School 

We have been waiting for years for a use to be found for this important building 
and now two proposals have come along.  First there was Duddingston House 
Properties’ scheme for a five- (or, according to some reports, six-) star hotel with 
substantial new blocks either side of Hamilton’s neo-classical building.  This was 
memorably described by one critic as `the architectural equivalent of drawing 
Mickey Mouse ears and a moustache on the Mona Lisa’. 

Then came the proposal from the Royal High School Preservation Trust (RHSPT) 
for the building to be developed as a home for the Music School currently based at 
St Mary’s Episcopal Cathedral.  It seems that, unlike some earlier proposals, this 
one has finance in place with a funding pledge from the Dunard Trust.   

Neither proposal has reached the stage of an application for planning approval but 
on the information currently available the RHSPT scheme seems by far the most 
appropriate use for this iconic building.  
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Have you seen...? 
… two corners of the Old Town which have 
been inaccessible to the public for some time 
have recently been reopened.   

 
The High School Yards Steps, leading down 
to the Cowgate, were boarded up in 2003 as 
they had become a focus for anti-social 
behaviour.  When the Edinburgh Centre for 
Carbon Innovation opened in High School 
Yards in 2013 there were plans to reopen the 
steps and these finally came to fruition 
towards the end of June.  The project has been 
a partnership between the City of Edinburgh 
Council, Edinburgh World Heritage and The 
University of Edinburgh.  As well as renewed 
railings and the addition of gates which can 
be closed at night, the refurbished steps 
feature a bespoke installation by Callum 
Innes. This aims to reclaim the area as a 
public space, and features an infrared camera 
to capture the movement of people as they 
climb the steps and project their silhouettes 
onto a large LED mesh screen above them, 
revealing a hidden section of the stairs. Short 
clips of silhouetted movement, created by 
Innes in collaboration with youngsters from 
the nearby Panmure St Ann's Centre and 
artists Catherine Payton and Tom Nolan, are 
to play on a loop when the stairs are empty. It 
is a bold idea with the potential to open up a 
useful new pedestrian route from the Old 
Town to points south.  Unfortunately, within 
a few weeks the LED screen had stopped 
working and there were renewed signs of the 
sort of anti-social behaviour which led to the 
steps being closed in the first place.  At the 
time of writing the installation seemed to be 
intermittently and partially working.  Let’s 

hope it can be brought back to life and 
become as successful a part of the Edinburgh 
cityscape as Innes’ earlier light work under 
the Regent Bridge.  It would be sad to see it 
go the way of the much derided kinetic 
sculpture at Picardy Place.   

 
The courtyard behind the Museum of 
Edinburgh at Huntly House on the Canongate 
is also now open again after groups of 
volunteers have helped clean and landscape 
the space.  It was closed to the public about 
ten years ago after becoming neglected and 
overgrown.  The courtyard contains a 
fascinating selection of lintels, grave slabs, 
cannonballs, statues and architectural 
fragments from demolished buildings around 
the city as well as a newly established garden 
area.   
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And did you know...? 

... the City of Edinburgh Council has a 
Customer Hub at 249 High Street EH1 1YJ 
which local people can visit without an 
appointment to access a wide range of council 
services.  Staff in the Customer Hub can help 
with the following and more: Council tax and 
housing benefit enquiries, all Council 
payments, rent enquiries, Edindex enquiries 
(applying for housing and housing advice), 
fishing permits, renewing parking permits, 
licensing enquiries, community safety 
enquiries, reporting graffiti and missed 
rubbish collections, recycling, street 
cleanliness, Social Welfare Fund enquiries, 
and reporting repairs to Council housing.  

The Customer Hub is open Mon –Thurs 8:30-
4:30 and 8:30-3:40 on a Friday. There are also 
a number of other ways to report concerns or 
ask a question – check the Council’s website 
www.edinburgh.gov.uk/report for further 
details.  

The Central Library 
125 years of Old Town Living 

 

 

Karen O’Brien of Edinburgh City Libraries 
reflects on the Central Library’s 125th 
anniversary and the wealth of material 
relating to the Old Town which it holds. 

The Central Library opened its doors to the 
public in 1890.  Funded by Andrew Carnegie 
and the Town Council, designed by George 
Washington Browne and inaugurated by Lord 
Rosebery it has long been loved and admired 
by visitors and citizens alike.  Over half a 
million people from around the world cross 
the threshold each year to read, peruse or 
simply wonder at the 1 million plus items.  
This vast collection is divided to reflect the 
interests and needs of Edinburgh people with 
dedicated libraries for general Lending and 
Reference, Art & Design, Music, Children’s 
and Edinburgh and Scottish collections. 

The Edinburgh and Scottish Collection 
houses over 60,000 individual resources on 
Edinburgh and all its aspects.  This has been 
built up through the years since 1932 when 
the Edinburgh Historical and Topographical 
Library first opened in an attic above what is 
now the Art & Design Library.  Stock 
numbered some 7000 items on opening.  The 
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growing collection and increased demand 
from customers meant that the Edinburgh 
Room, as it was called, had to be moved to 
another part of the library.  It re-located to the 
Mezzanine in 1961.  It combined with the 
Scottish Library in 2010 and moved 
downstairs.  Material is stored on four floors.  
Thanks to former Librarians and to the 
generosity of Edinburgh donors there are 
maps, prints, photographs, postcards, letters, 
pamphlets, broadsides, programmes, 
manuscripts and books.   

 
Hill & Adamson, soldiers at Edinburgh Castle, 1846 

The range of coverage is wide and at times 
eclectic, with titles old and new: Tale of a 
Tub…taking down the Luckenbooths (1803) 
to Piggy in the Middle (1981).  Some are 
well-known gems such as Gordon of 
Rothiemay’s 1647 plan of Edinburgh and 
others remain somewhat hidden treasures e.g. 
the multi-volume set of manuscript notes on 
Edinburgh by Boog Watson.  All are 
catalogued and available for to-day’s 
researchers, professional or amateur, to 
consult.  The paper-based material is further 
supported by our digital services.  ‘Capital 
Collections’ highlights the rich array of 
images and can be accessed on the internet at 
www.capitalcollections.org.uk or at http:// 

yourlibrary.edinburgh.gov.uk/ where you will 
find other helpful resources including the 
Scotsman Digital Archive online. 

Central Library’s aim is to provide the best 
possible coverage of historic and current 
information about Edinburgh it can.  
Researchers of the Old Town and all its 
history and aspects will find something to 
inform, intrigue or even entertain them.   

The collection continues to grow through gifts 
and purchase.  We warmly welcome 
suggestions for additions and donations from 
the smallest piece of ephemera to larger 
archives.  Please contact the staff team for 
further information.  Tel: (0131) 242 8070; 
email: central.edinburghandscottish.library@ 
edinburgh.gov.uk or drop in for a visit.  We 
look forward to welcoming you.  

Tower Cranes and 
Witches’ Knickers 

Tower cranes might disfigure the skyline and 
they play havoc with radio reception, but they 
do indicate that things are happening as these 
views from just one flat show: 
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Our photo editor was delighted to hear from 
Michael Rosen on Radio 4’s Word of Mouth 
that plastic bags caught in tree branches are 
known as witches’ knickers.  An interesting 
neologism in this rational and digital age!   

And witches must be prevalent in the Old 
Town as they leave their knickers all over the 
place as may be seen in these images of trees 
by St Giles:  

 

and in Lady Stair’s Close: 

 

Some are branded, others not: 
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We hope that the charge on single-use bags, 
introduced in October 2014, will make 
witches a bit more careful with their knickers 
and that we shall see fewer stray plastic bags 
tangled in branches in the future.  The signs 
are good: figures from the environmental 
organisation WRAP show that 64 million 
carrier bags were handed out in Scotland in 
the final three months of 2014, compared with 
193 million for the same period in 2013. 

Food for Thought 

We now have quite a range of markets around 
the Old Town: 

·  The Edinburgh Farmers’ Market , now 
in its 15th year, on Castle Terrace every 
Saturday, 9am-2pm.  Listed by Loyd 
Grossman as one of the world’s best 
farmers’ markets. 

·  The Waverley Market @ Platform 2 
(behind the booking hall inside Waverley 
Station), every Friday, 11am-7pm.  
Locally made and ethically-sourced gifts, 
local products, foods and drinks. 

·  Grassmarket Weekly Market, every 
Saturday, 10am-5pm.  Sustainably 
sourced produce, street food, sweet treats, 
seasonal crafts and gifts from local 
makers. 

·  The Tram Stop Market, York Place (in 
front of the Roman Catholic Cathedral).  
A short way outside the Old Town but 
worth a visit for fresh produce and hot 
street food.  Every day except Monday 
and Tuesday. 

Not so Old 

Those of us who know the Old Town are well 
aware that most of its buildings are younger 
than most of those in the New Town.  But this 
apparent paradox can confuse people less 
familiar with Edinburgh.  A while ago the 
Association had an enquiry from someone 
researching George Mitchell who studied 
medicine in Edinburgh in the 1840s and lived 
at 10 South College Street, which she 
understood was in the Old Town, the 

medieval part of Edinburgh. Having looked at 
the address on Google Street view she was 
puzzled as the buildings in the street don’t 
look medieval.  We were able to explain that 
the Old Town of Edinburgh is on a medieval 
layout, but it has been significantly changed 
over the centuries and that the buildings on 
the south side of South College Street, 
including no. 10, were built in the 1790s.    

Places, Plants and People 

This is the title of a new leaflet produced by 
the Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh which 
encourages the reader to visit places which 
tell the tale of how medicine and botany have 
been linked for hundreds of years.   

 

Sites in the Old Town include the car park by 
the Palace of Holyrood House which was the 
site of a physic garden founded in 1670 and 
Greyfriars Kirkyard where, since 2009,  
the Grassmarket Community Project has 
supported volunteers to grow herbs in 
celebration of the Grey Friars who tended a 
medicinal herb garden on this site from 1447 
to 1559.   

The leaflet is available in hard copy or may be 
downloaded from the Royal Botanic Garden 
website at http://www.rbge.org.uk/assets/ 
files/support_us/J14-0277_RBGE_Walking%20 
Map%20A3.pdf 



 

OTA Activities Autumn 2015 

The Great Polish Map of Scotland.  Sunday 13 September, 2.00 pm.  Barony Castle Hotel, 
Eddleston, Scottish Borders EH45 8QW.   A chance to see what is said to be the largest terrain 
relief model in the world.  The map was the inspiration of Polish war veteran Jan Tomasik and 
was built in the 1970s in the grounds of the hotel which served as a Polish Staff College in 
World War Two.  The map is now being restored by volunteers.  You may wish to have 
afternoon tea (not included) at the hotel or the nearby Scots Pine Tearoom, or in Peebles, about 
six miles from Eddleston.  Tickets £3 (does not include transport), members and friends 
welcome. 

The Botanic Cottage.  Tuesday 27 October.  Time 6.30 pm.  Royal Botanic Garden.  Come and 
see the cottage that moved!  Designed by John Adam and extended by James Craig – who was 
responsible for the layout of Edinburgh’s New Town – the Botanic Cottage was the centrepiece 
of the Botanics’ predecessor garden at Leith Walk in the late 1700s. There, Professor John Hope, 
a leading character in the Scottish Enlightenment, taught students about the emerging science of 
botany.  Now it has been moved to the Botanics and restored to have a continuing role in 
education, horticulture and botany.  Tickets £3. 

Members’ Meeting and Talk. Wednesday 18 November 7.00 pm, Quaker Meeting House.  
Donald Smith will talk about his recent book Edinburgh Old Town: Journeys and Evocations, 
co-authored with Stuart McHardy, inspired by the late storyteller John Fee, and exploring the 
history and folklore of Edinburgh’s ancient heart.  No cost, but please let us know if you want to 
come so we know how many chairs to set out.  

Christmas Party.  Thursday 10 December, 6.30 pm.  Our ever-popular festive event with wine 
and seasonal nibbles. This year in the Poetry Library, 5 Crichton’s Close, Canongate, newly 
reopened after its extension and renovation project.  Members and guests welcome, tickets £6.  

Apply for tickets using the enclosed ticket form 

Please note change of address for ticket applications: 
Roma Crampin, Old Town Association,  

Flat 7, 4 Advocate’s Close, Edinburgh EH1 1PS 

Please remember to send a stamped addressed envelope for your tickets! 

Other events and happenings 

The Edinburgh Riding of the Marches will be held on Sunday 13 September with a cavalcade 
of over 250 horses making its way up the Royal Mile towards the Mercat Cross.  

Doors Open Day will happen on 26 and 27 September with a series of talks the preceding week 
on this year’s theme of Food & Drink.  Buildings open will be listed on the website of the 
Cockburn Association.  

The National Library of Scotland is running its usual varied (and free) series of events.  Details 
at www.nls.uk/events  

City Art Centre  exhibition Scottish Art: People, Places, Ideas continues until 25 September. 
Wide-ranging (and free). 


