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A major theme in this newsletter is development in the Old Town and particularly 

the large number of new hotels being built or planned.  We also have the usual 

mixture of updates on things happening in and around the Old Town and 

information about forthcoming events run by the Association and others.  And the 

photo essay this time looks at the varied images of food scattered around the Old 

Town. 

Beds Spread 

How many hotels do we need and why do they have to be in the Old Town? 

These were questions Bill Cowan of the Old Town Community Council and the 

OTA asked when he addressed the City Council’s Development Management Sub-

Committee on 1 July.  The Sub-Committee was considering a planning application 

for a mixed use development in Kings Stables Road including a 92-bedroom hotel.   

Recent years have seen the opening of the Missoni (now G&V) Hotel on George 

IV Bridge, the Holiday Inn Express in the Cowgate, The Hotel du Vin on Bristo 

Place, the Ibis on South Bridge, Motel One on Cockburn Street and the Premier 

Inn and Hub in East Market Street.  The Adagio Apart Hotel on the Canongate is 

due to open in December and work has started on a 98-bed four star hotel next to 

the City Art Centre on Market Street.   

At its meeting on 25 May the Development Management Sub-Committee 

considered an application for a mixed use development centred on a 225-bedroom 

hotel on a site including India Buildings in Victoria Street and extending down to 

the Cowgate, taking in Cowgatehead Church.  The proposal included new, 

interconnecting buildings of six storeys on the Cowgate stepping up towards 

Victoria Street and India Buildings, reaching a maximum height of nine storeys in 

the centre of the site.   

This will seriously reduce natural light reaching the Central Library (a Category B 

listed building), but, incredibly, the Head of Planning and Transport’s report on the 

application concluded that there was no adverse impact on the setting of any of the 

surrounding listed buildings.  He also concluded that “the proposed development 

will positively contribute to improving the pedestrian environment and will not 

introduce any unacceptable road safety or transport implications”.  Given that 

service vehicles will access the site via the already congested and seriously 

polluted Cowgate and coaches and taxis will approach the hotel up the steep 

Victoria Street which is already frequently clogged by struggling coaches this is an 

incredible conclusion. 



 

Bill Cowan, the Old Town Development 

Trust, the Grassmarket Residents Association 

and Councillor Alisdair Rankin, local ward 

member, all urged the sub-committee to reject 

the application.  None objected in principle to 

a hotel in India Buildings but all felt the 

proposal was out of scale and that its clear 

negative impact on the environment and the 

amenities of local residents far outweighed 

any potential benefits. 

Councillor Joanna Mowat, another of our 

ward members and a member of the sub-

committee, moved that it should refuse 

planning permission because the proposals 

constituted overdevelopment in terms of 

design, massing, lack of open space, access 

and disabled parking provision and were 

contrary to several Council Policies.  But a 

majority of the sub-committee felt that that 

the perceived benefits of the proposal 

outweighed any drawbacks and voted 9 to 6 

to grant planning permission. 

The meeting on 1 July when the Development 

Management Sub-Committee considered the 

application for a 92-bedroom hotel in Kings 

Stables Road was in many ways a rerun of the 

25 May meeting.  Despite cogent arguments 

against the scale and impact of the proposal it 

was granted permission.   

At the meeting on 25 May Councillor Rankin 

said there is a perception that the Council is 

not sufficiently taking account of residents’ 

concerns and was not thinking enough about 

the living heart of the city which is the people 

who are permanently resident in the city 

centre but was tilting its concerns too much 

towards commercial development.  It is hard 

to disagree with that.   

Also at the 25 May meeting Bill Cowan made 

the point that if the architecture and social 

value of the Old Town were protected it 

would be more attractive and more visitors 

would come but that, at present, the Council 

seemed to see everything through the lens of 

short-term gain.   

The councils in other cities where tourism is 

important – Berlin and Paris for example – 

recognise that vibrant residential communities 

are part of their attraction and are prepared to 

take steps to preserve and enhance those 

communities.  But in Edinburgh we see little 

evidence to support the Council leader’s 

assertion that its contract with the capital is 

not just to take a range of actions to improve 

the quality of life for people in Edinburgh but 

to decide things in a way that shows they are 

listening.  

Missing landmark restored 

For more than four years something has been 

missing from the view looking north from the 

Old Town.  The former R W Forsyth 

department store building on the corner of 

Princes Street and St Andrew Street was 

originally crowned by a very fine gilded, 

openwork sphere by Gilbert Hayes.   

In 2012 work was being carried out on the 

building by Arcadia (owner Tina Green, wife 

of Sir Philip) and the sphere was removed.  

Arcadia said it was in imminent danger of 

collapse but they did not seek the requisite 

listed building consent for the removal.  Later 

in 2012 Arcadia approached Edinburgh World 

Heritage to fund restoration of the sphere.  

EWH declined.  (In recent years Arcadia’s 

annual operating profits have been well in 

excess of £200 million.)  Arcadia then said 

they had no immediate plans to replace the 

globe.   

In 2015 the City of Edinburgh Council served 

Arcadia with an enforcement notice which 

gave six to nine months to reinstate the 

sphere.  It finally returned in June following 

splendid restoration work at Powderhall 

Bronze.  It’s good to see it back. 

 

The Forsyth Globe  
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Another landmark working again 

The clock of the Tron Kirk, a prominent 

feature as you walk up and down the High 

Street, was not working for some months.  

Over an extended period the OTA’s 

Convener, Barbara Logue, made polite but 

persistent enquiries about plans to re-start it.  

It seems that Barbara’s persistence has paid 

off: the clock is now going again. 

And another one still missing  

The Canongate Venture on the corner of East 

Market Street and New Street began life as 

the North Canongate Infant School and is a 

typical example of the handsome school 

buildings of the late nineteenth century.  It 

was originally topped by a bellcote and 

weathervane but this was removed some years 

ago, apparently on safety grounds, leaving the 

bell and bell frame exposed.  Rumour has it 

that they are sitting in a Council store.   

 

Plans produced by Allan Murray Architects in 

2013 as part of the then proposed Caltongate 

development explicitly included restoration of 

“the distinctive bellcote with cockerel 

weathervane”.  More recently, as part of 

Artisan’s current New Waverley develop-

ment, it has been proposed to convert the 

building into 21 double-height self-catering 

apartments.  The proposal makes no mention 

of the bellcote and weathervane and they 

seem to be missing in the artist’s impression 

of the scheme.  This is a pity: although the 

feature is much more modest than the Forsyth 

sphere the building looks sadly incomplete 

without it.  Just a few miles away the 

restoration of the former Niddrie Mill Primary 

School as the centre piece of a new residential  

 

Former Niddry Mill Primary School 

development shows just how fine such 

buildings can look if all their external features 

are retained and restored.   

Let’s hope Artisan see their way clear to 

restoring the bellcote and weathervane on 

East Market Street.  Doing so would certainly 

complement the very fine work they have 

done in the same street bringing the arches 

under Jeffrey Street into use.   

East Market Street Arches 

These C-listed arches were created in 1875 

when Jeffrey Street was built under the 1867 

Edinburgh Improvement Act.  Latterly the 

arches were owned by the City Council and 

used for storage.  Now 19 of the arches have 

been renovated and are providing homes for 

art galleries, cafés and artisan shops.  Some 

people felt that the arches should have found 

a community rather than a commercial use.  

Whatever one’s views on that, there is no 

denying that the refurbishment has brought 

new life to what was a depressingly 

marginalised street.  If you haven’t yet taken a 

look it is worth doing so.  



New Galleries at the Museum 

A still more dramatic re-use of space created 

in the Victorian era was unveiled early in July 

in Chambers Street.  What the Museums of 

Scotland are billing as ten new galleries are 

strictly speaking re-arrangements of existing 

galleries in the original Victorian museum.  

But the changes are so significant that only a 

pedant would quibble at calling them new. 

The ten galleries cover art, design, fashion, 

science and technology.  Many old favourites, 

such as Dolly the sheep and the Meissen lion, 

are back on display along with a host of 

material not displayed in years and some new 

acquisitions.  There is a whole new gallery for 

fashion with displays from an eighteenth 

century court dress to a punk-inspired tartan 

suit by Vivienne Westwood. 

All the displays are new and striking – not 

least the five aircraft suspended in the science 

and technology galleries. 

 
A view of the new science and technology galleries. 
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If you have not yet visited the new galleries 

(or even if you have) you may want to take 

advantage of the upcoming guided tour by 

Rosemary Mann (see OTA events below). 

Food, Glorious Food 

Wandering around the streets of the Old 

Town, one wonders if anybody easts at home, 

so many food outlets are there.  Not only are 

cafés, restaurants and takeaways numerous, 

they are also prominent, each apparently 

needing to display to passers-by their offering 

in two- and three-dimensional form: 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

OTA Activities 

Canongate Breweries.  Wednesday 21 September at 6.00 p.m.  The Canongate was once full of 

breweries, located here to tap into the underground water supplies within an area once known to 

brewers as “the Charmed Circle”.  John Martin of the Scottish Brewing Archive will lead us on a 

90-minute walking tour describing the history and showing how this affects the area to this day.  

Tickets £5. Numbers are limited so this event is for members only.   

Edinburgh Gin Distillery.  Wednesday 12 and Saturday 15 October, both 2.00 pm.  Beneath 

Rutland Place at the West End of Princes Street is the Edinburgh Gin Distillery.  Come and 

discover this hidden delight with a visit to the exhibition, a tour of the distillery, finishing with a 

sample of the product.  Tickets £10.  Numbers are limited so this event is for members only.   

New Galleries of the NMS.  Wednesday 26 October 11.30 am and 2.30 pm and Saturday 29 

October 11.30 am and 2.30 pm.  In July the National Museum of Scotland in Chambers Street 

opened ten new galleries covering art, design and fashion; science and technology.  Come on a 

one-hour tour of the galleries led by OTA committee member and NMS volunteer guide, 

Rosemary Mann.  Members and non-members welcome.  Tickets £5 (includes a donation to the 

National Museums of Scotland).  Please indicate on the ticket form which tour you wish to take. 

Capital Collections and Members’ Meeting.  Monday 14 November 6.30 pm.  Edinburgh 

Central Libraries has a marvellous collection of books, documents and images.  These are being 

digitised and made available as Capital Collections.  Come for expert guidance to Capital 

Collections and see some of its treasures.  There will also be your normal chance to quiz the 

committee about current concerns. Members and friends welcome. No charge, but please 

indicate interest. 

Christmas Party and Poetry Reading.  Thursday 8th. December 6.30 pm. Our ever-popular 

festive event with wine and seasonal nibbles. We are delighted to have been invited back to the 

Scottish Poetry Library, 5 Crichton’s Close, Canongate.  This year, we shall add to the festive 

spirit with readings of seasonal poems.  Tickets £6.  Members and guests welcome. 

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

When we say members only, we mean it!   

Please do not ask for tickets for friends or partners unless they are also members. 

Other events and happenings 

Painting Paradise, the Art of the Garden is the current exhibition at the Queen’s Gallery, 

running until 26 February 2017.  The exhibition brings together paintings, botanical studies, 

drawings, books, manuscripts and decorative arts, including works by Leonardo da Vinci and 

Rembrandt van Rijn and some of the earliest and rarest surviving depictions of gardens and 

plants.  

A wise man knows his craft.  The current exhibition at the Museum of Edinburgh on the 

Canongate, running until 30 October, is the first to explore the ceramic art and legacy of Henry 

Taylor Wyse (1870-1951) of the Holyrood Pottery.  He was a prolific painter, potter and 

designer, a founder of the Scottish Guild of Handicraft, and a reformer of art teaching in schools.   

Celts, the major exhibition at the National Museum of Scotland, continues until 25 September. 

Both the National Library of Scotland and Edinburgh Central Library are running their usual 

varied (and free) series of events.  Details at www.nls.uk/events and www.eventbrite.co.uk/o/ 

edinburgh-reads-1650684470 respectively. 


