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A BID for the Grassmarket  

A BID? Yes, a Business Improvement District, and the Grassmarket BID 

covers the Grassmarket itself and a surrounding area from George IV Bridge to 

part of Kings Stables Road and from Victoria Terrace to Candlemaker Row. 

This is an important new venture initiated by enthusiastic members of the 

trading community, and the objective is to improve the image and the physical 

environment in the Grassmarket, to attract more people, both tourists and local 

folk, to make use of the shops and enjoy social attractions. They also wish to 

create a safer, cleaner, greener working environment there as well. 

Rapid steps took place to set up the BID during 2012, with the production of a 

formal company structure and business plan, together with agreement on initial 

projects, each provided with clear objectives and built-in measures to monitor 

success. The initial programme includes action on street cleanliness, removal of 

graffiti, safety and reduction of crime at business premises, problems associated 

with the drinking culture and the brightening up of the neighbourhood, for 

example, by the introduction of floral displays.  

Invitations to join the scheme went out to 73 major traders within the BID area, 

with a highly successful positive response from 59 of them. The firms agree to 

pay an annual contribution of between £300 and £3,000 depending on their 

rateable value. The income over the coming five year period is expected to 

reach over £600,000. Once the scheme is fully established, there may well be a 

possibility of obtaining further funding from various relevant sources such as 

Visit Scotland and from environmental agencies. 

This appears as a most significant and well-thought-out scheme. Steps have 

already been taken by the Council to make improvements in the Grassmarket 

including repaving and planting semi-mature trees, now well-established and 

starting to thrive. It comes also at a time when Victoria Street and the 

Grassmarket itself have recently gained a number of good quality new retail 

outlets. The largest impediment to improvement may well be the high density 

of large scale pubs, open far into the night and attracting heavy drinkers 

including stag and hen groups. Old Town dwellers are only too aware of the 

problems that these people pose when they spill out onto the streets at closing 

time. Recently, however, the press quoted publicans who are moving their 

emphasis towards the provision of evening meals and are discouraging the 

heavy drinkers. Surely the BID scheme should be welcomed and encouraged. It 

may be hard work but a positive result would be greatly advantageous to 

tourism, to locals and, of course, to traders.  



 

 

Doom and Gloom 

A recent newspaper article pointed out that 

Council go-ahead is regularly given to 

unpopular large scale developments which 

members of the community consider 

unsuitable for our World Heritage site and 

which are particularly prone to massive 

financial loss.  Caltongate is a perfect 

example – grandiose, requiring the demolition 

of a number of re-usable buildings, and 

located at a site standing empty for several 

years.  

Another Old Town misfit is the Radisson 

Hotel. This dominates a large section of the 

south side of the High Street, paying no 

respect to its historic setting or contributing to 

the community. It is several stories higher 

than its neighbours, and it offends in that its 

frontage which includes a strange ‘olde 

worlde’ tower interrupts the ancient street 

line. This line, together with the whole 

fishbone pattern of plots and closes of the Old 

Town, was set out seven hundred or more 

years ago. We should take more care than 

that. 

The continuing approach in the way the City 

is run puts over-reliance on the short term in 

order to maximise income to the City’s 

coffers. Another clear example is the 

tolerance of the present drinking culture with 

its appalling effects on the quality of Old 

Town life. The Licensing Laws have been 

tightened up recently, but to little effect. 

Publicans, whose establishments make large 

contributions to Council Tax, are supposed 

not to sell alcohol to those that are already 

drunk. Why on earth do we suppose people 

flock to such places until three o’clock in the 

morning – to discuss the weather? Residents 

are only too aware of the answer. 

Again the Council appears to be unwilling to 

control the quality of retail provision both to 

visitors and to residents. Their policy ensures 

that shop units stay well used, but the result is 

a proliferation of fast-food outlets, and of 

course tat shops with their overspill onto the 

pavements and noisy ‘music’. Their latest 

tricks incidentally include large potted plants 

obstructing the pavement, high intensity 

external lighting and advertisements on 

billboards propped up by being tied to chairs.  

 

Our World Heritage site still offers a unique 

experience to visitors from all over the world, 

but the sort of policies we describe will 

gradually make the visitor experience steadily 

less so. 

The recently elected Council has said that 

new efforts are to be made to sort out the 

High Street problems. We very much hope 

that they will take firm action, but such 

undertakings in the past have come to 

nothing. Promises and no real action, so 

please, Council, take these problems 

seriously. 

As a postscript it is fair to point out that 

national governments behave in just this way 

as well. Just think of the present failure at an 

international level to face up to the oncoming 

climate change. Not a happy thought. 

 



 

 

Fireworks 

Ten years ago, on 7 December 2002, a 

massive fire destroyed buildings on the South 

Bridge and Cowgate – and made headlines 

round the world.  While this is the largest fire 

in the Old Town most of us can remember, it 

is not the largest or most destructive fire the 

Old Town has suffered.   

On 15 November 1824 a fire broke out on the 

south side of the High Street between the 

Tron Kirk and St Giles, and before morning a 

range of houses extending back almost to the 

Cowgate was a burnt shell.  Henry, Lord 

Cockburn, in Memorials of His Time (1854), 

describes what happened next: 

“About noon the next day an alarm was given 

that the Tron Kirk was on fire. We ran out 

from the Court, gowned and wigged, and saw 

that it was the steeple, an old Dutch thing, 

composed of wood, iron and lead, and edged 

all the way up with bits of ornament. Some of 

the sparks of the preceding night had nestled 

in it, and had at last blown its dry bones into 

flame.  

 

“There could not be a more beautiful 

firework; only it was wasted on the daylight. 

The fire seized on every projecting point, and  

Above,The Tron Kirk before 1824 

Below, Watercolour of the ruins after the 1824 fire in Edinburgh’s High Street by David Octavius Hill 

 



 

 

 

played with the fret-work, as if it had been all 

an exhibition. The outer covering boards were 

soon consumed, and the lead dissolved. This 

made the strong upright and cross-beams 

visible; and these stood, with the flame 

lessened, but with the red fire increased, as if 

it had been a great burning toy.  

“The conflagration was long presided over by 

a calm and triumphant gilded cock on the top 

of the spire, which seemed to look on the 

people, and to listen to the crackling, in 

disdain. But it was undermined at last, and 

dived down into the burning gulf, followed by 

the upper half of the steeple. The lower half 

held out a little longer; till, the very bell being 

melted, this half came down also, with a 

world of sparks.” 

The steeple of the Tron Kirk was re-built – in 

stone – and so was the south side of the High 

Street, with the buildings we see today.  Work 

has now started on filling the Cowgate fire 

site; the new building will include a 200-

bedroom hotel, shops, a festival venue and 

nightclub.  

The quick and the half dead 

There is agreement that the Fringe in the High 

Street is well thought out and carefully 

supervised, and each year when it comes to an 

end, the Fringe organisers manage to 

dismantle and remove the archways at the 

George IV Bridge and Tron ends, the kiosks, 

the stages, the temporary stalls and all the 

other items overnight, without significant 

disturbance to the residents.  

Meanwhile for the duration of the Festival 

and the Tattoo, post boxes at the Tron, City 

Chambers and the Lawnmarket are closed. 

This is understandable, but it does mean that a 

bit of a walk is needed to post a letter. What a 

contrast however. The postal authorities took 

eight full days to come and re-open them. Not 

an impressive performance! 

Above,The Tron Kirk after 1828 

Below, the proposed South Bridge elevation of the Cowgate Fire Site redevelopment 

 



 

 

 

Castlehill Improvements 

A thorough makeover of Castlehill is now 

underway. This ancient section of the Royal 

Mile presents an interesting contrast to the 

grand, open aspect of the rest of the street. It 

is informal in appearance and a great deal 

narrower; at the same time it is particularly 

heavily used by tourists including those 

visiting the Castle or attending public events, 

especially, of course, the Tattoo. Those on 

foot have to compete with a variety of private 

and official cars, coaches, delivery vans and 

other commercial vehicles. During the Tattoo 

there are even horses and other animals 

passing that way. With all the wear and tear 

over the years, the stone sets are now in a 

poor state and are to be re-laid, but before 

starting this the services underneath require 

up-dating. 

Work on the services is being undertaken in 

two phases. The first started at the end of 

October and was scheduled to take eight 

weeks. This involves replacing one hundred 

and fifty metres of old metal gas pipe with a 

brand new polyethylene one and connecting it 

up to the various users. On going to press the 

work was very nearly complete. Phase two 

involves making better provision for water, 

drainage and installing broadband availability.  

Relaying the stone setts on a firmer 

foundation that can take modern traffic and 

pavement replacement will follow. The road 

is to be brought up to pavement level as is 

now used on the section of the High Street 

beyond the City Chambers, so that under 

appropriate conditions, pedestrians can utilise 

the full width of the street. This will involve 

careful control of vehicular traffic however, 

although the way this is to be accomplished is 

still under discussion. Delivery times will be 

limited much as they are further down the 

street and one possibility is to extend use of 

the traffic control point at the lower end of 

Castlehill as is presently used during the peak 

tourist season.  

Winter Wall 

We were pleased to hear that there were to be 

Christmas lights in the Canongate, but 

surprised, and a little disappointed, with the 

‘Festive Winter Wall’ that appeared.  This 

was a projection onto the west wall of 

Whitefoord House, consisting of difficult-to-

see images of Old Town buildings, overlaid 

with difficult-to-read literary quotes, all 

masked by falling snow-flakes.  Distracting 

rather than festive.  Can we have twinkling 

white lights next year, please? 

 



 

 

Winter/Spring Activities 2013 

The Briggers: the Building of the Forth Bridge. Thursday 31st January, 7.00 pm.  Augustine 

United Church, George IV Bridge. The Briggers, from teenage rivet boys to sixty-year-old ex-

shipyard workers, faced terrible working conditions every day, with scaffold collapses, caisson 

disease and painter’s colic. Frank Hay and Len Saunders of ‘The Briggers’ (www.briggers.com) 

will explain the history of the bridge, its engineering, the social conditions locally, and much 

more. A joint event with the Cockburn Association. Members’ guests welcome, tickets £5. 

A Victorian Schoolroom. Thursday 14th February, 2.00 pm. Leith Walk Primary School, 

Brunswick Road.  Experience the reality of going to primary school in very different times! A 

real Victorian composite lesson which will include the ‘three Rs’, followed by a visit to the 

museum room with a mini guided tour. Members’ guests welcome, tickets £5. Numbers limited. 

Freemasons’ Hall. Wednesday 27th February, 2.00 pm. 96 George Street. Come and admire the 

hall, library and museum of this magnificent building, home to the Grand Lodge of Scotland. 

Members’ guests welcome, tickets £3. Numbers limited. 

A walk around the Bridges. Saturday 2nd March, 11.00 am. Meet at Howie’s, Waterloo Place. 

Edinburgh was radically reshaped by the construction of the bridges, transforming how people 

moved around the city and enabling the development of the New Town and beyond.  Structural 

Engineer Dominic Echlin will lead a walking tour to South Bridge, North Bridge, Regents Arch 

and George IV Bridge. This tour replaces that cancelled in October. Members’ guests welcome, 

tickets £5. Numbers limited. 

Annual General Meeting, and talk on the University of Edinburgh's Holyrood Campus. 
Wednesday 13th March, 7.00 pm.  Room G43, Paterson’s Land, Moray House, Canongate.  A 

presentation by the University’s Estates Department with input from contractors Balfour Beatty 

about the redevelopment of Moray House to create new student accommodation on Holyrood 

Road. They will explain the nature of the building work and the timescales, with time for 

questions. Followed by our AGM.  Members’ guests welcome.  No charge, but please book tickets. 

The Committee of the Old Town Association meets monthly and is businesslike and friendly.  

One can get a good idea of the wide range of topics covered if you are a regular reader of the 

Newsletter. We can always do with new committee members; if you are interested in all aspects 

of life and work in the Old Town, please get in touch with us on info@eota.org.uk or by post.  

Contact us also if you would like an advance copy of the annual accounts or the current and 

proposed constitution (see enclosed slip). 

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

Other events and happenings 

Henry Littlejohn. Wednesday 16th January, 7.00 pm, Augustine United Church, George IV 

Bridge.  Talk for the Old Edinburgh Club by Richard Rodger and Paul Laxton on Edinburgh’s 

first Medical Officer of Health.  Tickets £2 for non OEC members. 

Robert Lorimer. Monday 4th February, 6.30 pm, Riddle’s Court, Lawnmarket.  Talk for the 

Architectural Heritage Society of Scotland by Robin Lorimer about his architect forebear who 

designed the Thistle Chapel in St Giles and the National Monument in the Castle.  Tickets £5. 

Town & City: Scotland’s Urbanised Landscape, 1700-1900, Scottish National Gallery. Until 10 

February. Exhibition (free) of drawings, watercolours and prints of urban Scotland. 

Ruskin on Turner. Wednesday 23rd January, 12.45-1.30 pm, Scottish National Gallery. Paul 

O’Keeffe recreates Ruskin’s 1853 lecture on Turner.  Event in conjunction with the annual 

showing of Turner watercolours. 


