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At the time of writing it finally looks as though spring has sprung.  With warmer 
weather in mind this edition’s photo-essay shows a selection of hanging baskets 
seen around the Old Town last summer.  There is a mention below of our most 
recent Annual General Meeting.  One of the topics raised by members at that 
meeting was the proposal to turn the old Royal High School building into a luxury 
hotel.  As was explained at the AGM, the proposal, currently at pre-planning stage, 
would involve two large new wings. Although the building is outwith the 
Association’s area, any development would have a visual impact, particularly on 
the Canongate, so we will be submitting comments.  In doing so we will take into 
account the fact that, as we understand,  the City of Edinburgh Council, Historic 
Scotland and Edinburgh World Heritage have all said they consider the proposed 
new wings are out of scale and inappropriate. 

Annual General Meeting 
Our AGM was held in the George Washington Browne Room at the Central 
Library on 11 March.  The business part of the meeting was conducted briskly, 
leaving plenty of time for Library Development Officer Karen O’Brien to 
introduce us to a fascinating selection of treasures from the Library’s collection.  
Karen has kindly agreed to write a piece for a future newsletter telling us more 
about these treasures. 

More Lego at the Library  
In the last Newsletter we reported that the Association and the Brownlee Old 
Town Trust had donated £300-worth of Lego to the Children’s Section of 
Edinburgh Central Library and that this was proving very successful in attracting 
children (and parents) into the library.  Just see the images below of models made 
during recent workshops.  Now as a result of some of the publicity that the Lego 
Club has received the Library has been given a large donation of Lego from the 
company itself.  This shows how much leverage a small donation can achieve. 
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New Life for the Tron Kirk 
Edinburgh World Heritage has ambitious 
plans to turn the kirk into a visitor centre, 
telling the stories of Scotland’s World 
Heritage Sites, and bringing the historic 
building back into effective use for the first 
time in 60 years.  The plans are some way 
from being realised; apart from anything else 
a lot of fund-raising is required.  Meanwhile, 
the City of Edinburgh Council is arranging 
short-term lets of the building.  This spring 
and summer it is housing a market selling a 
range of vinyl, food, art and crafts.  This 
allows local traders to set up a stall for a low 
cost and as well as the stalls selling goods 
there is a café.  If you haven’t yet visited it is 
well worth a look. 

 

Young people ... 

And talking of the Tron Kirk, one of our 
members, while researching something 
completely different, turned up a fascinating 
story of events around the kirk just over 200 
years ago.  It suggests that we may be too 
quick to assume youngsters today are less 
respectful of authority and less law-abiding 
than they were in the past.   

1811 was a nervy year.  Nelson’s great 
victory at Trafalgar was seven years in the 
past but the war with France was still 
dragging on with no end in sight.  There were 
worrying accounts of Luddites smashing 
machinery in Nottinghamshire.  In December 
the Edinburgh papers reported the horrific 
Ratcliffe Highway murders in London when 
within the space of 12 days two respectable 
houses were broken into and a total of seven 
people viciously killed.  Then at the start of 
January 1812 there were disturbing events 
nearer home to report.  During the Hogmanay 
celebrations gangs of lads, all seemingly 
under 20, attacked and robbed gentlemen on 
the Bridges and around the Tron Kirk.  A 
police officer called Dugald Campbell was 
knocked down and received blows to the head 
which proved fatal.  And a Mr James 
Campbell also subsequently died of injuries 
received when he was attacked.   

 

These “outrages … hitherto unexampled in 
Edinburgh” prompted the Lord Provost and 
Magistrates to offer rewards of 200 guineas 
(around £8,000 in modern values) for 
information leading to the conviction of the 
offenders.   
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Over the following months suspects were 
arrested and in March 1812 brought to trial.  
Newspaper reports of the trials provide a 
fascinating insight into Old Town life in the 
early nineteenth century.  It seems the 
Keellies, a gang of lads based in Niddrie 
Street, made plans with other gangs in the 
Canongate, Calton and the Grassmarket to 
give the police a “kneitting” and a “licking” 
(which the papers helpfully explained meant a 
beating) at Hogmanay.  They particularly 
wanted to attack the policeman Dugald 
Campbell who “was very hard upon the 
boys”.  They also planned, once the Police 
had been dealt with, to get themselves “some 
good hats”.  Some of them went to the 
Meadows with a saw to cut sticks to be used 
as weapons.   Several of their victims gave 
evidence during the trials.  Mr Buchan Brodie 
said that he was attacked by several young 
men with bludgeons.  When he shouted for 
the police one of the young men said “your 
police is gone long ago”.  Then he was 
knocked out.  When he came to he found two 
different hands in his breeches pockets, a 
third had hold of his watch and a little boy 
took his hat.  An unfortunate student of 
divinity who was on the South Bridge in the 
early hours of 1 January was attacked by a 
party of about three dozen between the 
Cowgate Arch and the Tron Kirk.  They 
demanded a shilling to drink his health and 
when he said he had no money and showed 
his empty purse to prove it they stole that and 
debated knocking him down but decided 
against it because “he was a country lad”.  
One of the lawyers drew a careful distinction 
between the acceptable “boisterous and 
riotous mirth to which the last night of the 
year has, by immemorial custom, been 
devoted” and this “systemic plan ...  for the 
purpose of plunder and robbery”.   

Much was made during the trials and in the 
newspaper reports of the need to set examples 
and four young men were sentenced to death.  
One of the sentences was commuted to 
transportation but Hugh McIntosh (age 16), 
Neil Sutherland and Hugh McDonald (both 
18) were hanged on 22 April at the head of 
Stamp Office Close where the policeman 
Dugald Campbell had been attacked.  The 
Ministers who attended the young men before 

their executions said their “natural 
dispositions and talents might, under proper 
direction and discipline, have qualified them 
for being useful and respectable members of 
society”.  They commented that the “neglect 
of the education of children, in their early and 
tender years, often leads to consequences 
irretrievably ruinous” and hoped the new 
institution of parochial Sabbath schools 
would help address this issue.  A more 
immediate outcome of the riots was a new 
Police Act reorganising the City Of 
Edinburgh Police into what we would 
recognise as the beginnings of a modern 
police force. 

Blooming marvellous! 
A recent newsletter showed photos of green 
spaces in the Old Town.  But it is not 
necessary to have a patch of ground to have 
plants.  Below are images of the variety of 
aerial planting in the Old Town: 

They are on pubs, restaurants, shops and houses: 
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There are hanging baskets, window boxes, 
roof gardens:  

 

 

 

Some have real flowers, others fake. 

 

 

Some have bright colours, others subtle. 
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Some are not well-tended, but most are … 

 

 

New online resources 

More and more aids to exploring the Old 
Town and finding out about its history are 
appearing online.  Capital Collections, the 
image library for the collections of Edinburgh 
Libraries and Museums and galleries 
(www.capitalcollections.org.uk) is a well-
established and valuable resource.  Peter 
Stubbs’ Edinphoto website (www.edinphoto. 
org.uk) has a fascinating selection of 
photographs, maps, historical information and 
recollections.  And anyone with an Edinburgh 
library card can access The Scotsman and 
Times archives and the Scottish Cultural 
Resources Access Network (SCRAN) at no 
cost.   

The Friends of the Canongate Kirkyard, with 
support from Edinburgh World Heritage, have 
now launched a series of leaflets, podcasts 
and an interactive map telling the stories of 
some of the people buried in the kirkyard and 
of the wider Canongate.  All of this material 
can be accessed through the EWH website 
(www.ewht.org.uk) and the leaflets are 

available free from the Canongate Kirk, the 
Museum of Edinburgh, the People’s Story 
and some of the retail outlets in the 
Canongate. 

The Mapping Edinburgh’s Social History 
(MESH) project brings together people with 
an interest in the history of Edinburgh. The 
project team is developing a new Atlas of 
Edinburgh 1000-2000 AD, an online Atlas of 
Edinburgh based on thematic maps.  MESH is 
an open digital data resource for historians 
and the general public. Accessible, free online 
tools allow anyone to create historical maps.  
More information at www.mesh.ed.ac.uk. 

Finally, 21 April sees the City of Edinburgh 
Libraries launch Edinburgh Collected, 
described as an innovative website where 
citizens can make history by collecting and 
sharing memories of life in the capital to 
expand and preserve our local heritage.  

For Your Diaries 
Arthur’s Secrets.  Holyrood Park, every 
Tuesday 1.00pm-3.00pm until 28 July 2015.  
A moderate guided walk to learn more about 
Arthur’s Seat’s turbulent past, created by fire 
and ice.  Free, booking essential.  Contact 
Historic Scotland Ranger Service 
hs.rangers@scotland.gsi.gov.uk or telephone 
0131 652 8150. 

National Library of Scotland Events.  See 
the NLS website www.nls.uk/events for a 
wide variety of events, most of which are 
free.  Booking essential, through the website 
or telephone 0131 623 3734. 

Edinburgh Central Library  also runs a 
calendar of events and talks.  Sign up for the 
Edinburgh Reads newsletter to be kept 
informed. 

Hidden Doors Festival 22-30 May.  This 
year taking place in the old street-lighting 
depot on King’s Stables Road, and billed as 
an explosion of art and entertainment with 
hangers and workshops temporarily 
transformed into a gateway to live theatre, art 
and music, unveiled through a spectacular 
collaboration of light and sound each night.  
Early bird tickets priced at between £6 and 
£10, see http://hiddendoorblog.org/.   
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Holyrood Kitchen, Holyrood Centre 8 and 9 
May 12.30pm and 7.00pm.  Join the 
Edinburgh School of Food and Wine and 
Historic Scotland to enjoy Scottish cuisine 
prepared by up-coming young chefs in a pop-
up restaurant in Holyrood Park.  £45 for 
Historic Scotland members, £50 for non-

members.  Booking essential, www.historic-
scotland.gov.uk/events.   

Beltane Festival, Thursday 30 April, Calton 
Hill.  Join revellers for lots of fireworks and 
flames!  There will also be parades through 
the Old Town. 

*     *     *     *     *     *     *     *     *     *     *     *     *     * 

OTA Activities Summer 2015 

Democracy Walk. Saturday 9 May, 11.00 am. The story of democracy in Scotland is 
at least 500 years old, much of it forgotten. This tour shows you the clues to the 
political history that lives on in Edinburgh's landscape. Join us for a walk which 
includes fabulous views of the city from Calton Hill. Tickets £6, members and 
friends welcome. 

Remembering World War I. Monday 25 May, 5.30 pm, St Giles High Kirk. 
Newsletter editor Eric Drake will lead us on a guided tour of some of the war 
memorials in the High Kirk of St Giles, concentrating on the more unusual ones.  
You may know about Elsie Inglis but have you heard of Mary Fraser?  Or Francis 
Maxwell, a General who didn’t lead from the rear?  Et saviez-vous qu’il y a une 
plaque dont l'inscription est entièrement en français? Tickets £3, members and 
friends welcome. 

Members’ Meeting and Talk. Thursday 11 June, 7.00 pm, Quaker Meeting House.  
The Royal Mile Project is a Council-managed community-led project that aims to 
make the most of the Royal Mile, and to make it work to its best potential for all the 
different people who use it: residents, locals, businesses and visitors.  The Royal 
Mile Action Plan was approved in August 2013 following which the Council has 
been working to implement the actions identified. Iain MacPhail, City Centre 
Programme Manager, will give an overview of the Royal Mile Project with particular 
focus on the current and upcoming projects.  No cost, but please let us know if you 
want to come so we know how many chairs to set out.  

Queensferry Crossing. Saturday 20 June, 11.30 am, Queensferry Crossing Contact 
and Education Centre, South Queensferry. Enjoy a trip out to South Queensferry and 
meet one of the project engineers who will explain the Queensferry Crossing project 
as the new bridge takes shape. Take advantage of the stunning views from the centre 
to admire all three bridges and the river.  You may wish to have lunch in one of the 
many lovely places in South Queensferry afterwards, visit Hopetoun House – or even 
venture over to Fife!  Tickets £3, members and friends welcome. 

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! 


