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The New Normal?  

Our last Newsletter came out in April, a few weeks into lockdown, and we noted 

then that ‘unprecedented times’ had become the new cliché.  It has since been joined 

by ‘the new normal’ – a shorthand way of expressing the notion that after Covid 

things are never going to be quite as they were before.  At the time of writing – the 

second week in September – we are just beginning to get a sense of what that new 

normal might look like.  In this edition we speculate a little on how the new normal 

may pan out in the Old Town and how it might differ from what we have 

experienced in recent years.   

We also look back at what were indeed the 

unprecedented times of lockdown.  It was 

extraordinary to see the Royal Mile going from 

being one of the busiest streets in Edinburgh to 

being one of the quietest with no tourists and all 

but essential business closed and in some cases 

boarded up.  But this did not mean that the Old 

Town had turned into a ghost town.  For many 

residents lockdown brought a real sense of 

community with neighbours being kind and 

looking out for one another as the posters exhorted.  Empty hotels were used for 

accommodation for key workers and we got to know those who kept our modern 

world supplied and functioning.  And it was a delight to see people from other parts 

of Edinburgh taking their prescribed exercise, exploring the Old Town in a way they 

wouldn’t have dreamed of doing in a ‘normal’, tourist-flooded summer.  The long 

spell of fine sunny weather also helped make lockdown more bearable.   

 



2 

 

The City Council deserves credit for using the 

opportunity presented by almost traffic-free 

streets to repair at least some of the damaged 

surfaces and to introduce some changes giving 

greater priority to pedestrians and cyclists.  

The photo-essay in this edition shows a variety 

of aspects of the Old Town in lockdown.   

By July tourists had begun to reappear in the 

Old Town, but it felt nothing like ‘normal’.  In 

August it was actually possible to walk down 

the High Street as the festivals were largely 

limited to on-line events, and there were no 

banks of seats to screen the views from the 

Castle Esplanade.  Many of the tourist-oriented 

businesses remained closed and it was evident 

that at least some would not be reopening.  

With international flights much reduced and 

many people nervous of foreign travel, a far 

higher proportion of visitors than in recent 

Augusts were English people taking, if not 

exactly staycations, then at least short breaks 

not too far from home. 

Is this likely to be the new normal?  It is widely 

predicted that the number of international 

flights will not return to pre-Covid levels for 

several years – if at all.  In the absence of an 

effective vaccine many people will remain 

wary of foreign travel.  So it does seem likely 

that for the next few years tourism in the Old 

Town will look very different from how it has 

been in recent years.  This creates a welcome 

opportunity to create a more sustainable 

community-friendly tourism model.  There are 

encouraging signs that the City Council and 

prominent figures in the tourism industry are 

beginning to move from a fixation with the 

notion that more is always better to a more 

flexible nuanced approach.  We understand 

that there are various initiatives in the pipeline 

to help struggling retail businesses. 

Events, dear boy? 

One area in which we are still having to plot 

our way into the new normal is in the activities 

of the Association.  During lockdown the 

Association’s monthly committee meetings 

have been held via Zoom (generally 

successfully) and that will continue to be the 

case at least for the time being. 

Some of the venues we use for Association 

member events are preparing to open but the 

limits on numbers imposed by social 

distancing requirements mean it is currently 

not practicable to hold indoors member events.  

So the Association’s committee has reluctantly 

concluded that the programme of member 

events will have to be suspended for the 

remainder of 2020. 

While the OTA cannot hold any events, this 

does not mean that the Old Town and its 

attractions are off-limits.  At the end of this 

newsletter, where you would normally find a 

list of OTA activities, we list places that are 

open, and things you might like to do ... to stop 

you being driven up the wall like this blue 

figure in St Mary’s Street: 

 

Finally, please note our new address: 

℅ The Cockburn Association, Trunk’s Close, 

55 High Street, Edinburgh EH1 1SR 
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Anniversaries 

We mentioned in a previous newsletter that 30 

April 2020 was the 500th anniversary of a 

bloody incident on the Royal Mile in 1520 that 

became known as ‘Cleanse the Causeway’.  

Lockdown meant that it was not possible to 

hold a physical event to mark the anniversary.  

But a local resident and the Scottish Battlefield 

Trust still hope to arrange the unveiling of a 

plaque (to be paid for by the Trust) before the 

end of the year.   

15 August 2021 will be the 250th anniversary 

of the birth of Walter Scott in College Wynd in 

the Old Town.  Commemorative events are 

planned both in Edinburgh and in Sir Walter’s 

later home, Abbotsford in the Borders.  More 

details will follow nearer the time. 

Sad Losses 

During lockdown we were saddened to learn of 

the deaths of two stalwarts of the Old Town 

Association (neither death was Covid related). 

Anja Amsel was a 

longstanding member 

of the OTA committee 

and was made honorary 

life president in recog-

nition of her service.  

She attended her last 

(virtual) committee 

meeting just weeks 

before her death in 

May. 

Anja’s funeral cortège passed up the 

Canongate and many locals, and some not-so-

local, all of whom would, in pre-Covid days 

have attended her funeral, gathered outside 

Chessels Court, where she had lived since 

1981, to give her a good send-off.  

Anja was born in 1930 into a cultured, middle-

class Jewish family in Berlin.  She and her 

brother escaped to England in 1936, following 

their mother and followed some time later by 

their father.  After an exciting childhood in 

wartime London she studied languages at 

university and then had a varied career 

encompassing, among other things, journalism 

and social housing, acquiring a HGV licence 

along the way.  She moved to Edinburgh in the 

1980s as director of a housing association and 

was later an Independent Assessor for the 

Commissioner for Public Appointments in 

Scotland.  She was involved in many 

community initiatives in the Old Town 

including St Ann’s Community Centre and the 

Old Town Charitable Trust as well as the Old 

Town Association and Brownlee Trust.  The 

adventurousness and unconventionality which 

she displays in this childhood photograph were 

evident throughout her life. 

 
Photos of Anja provided by the family. 

Anja was a life enhancer: she made things 

happen, she introduced people to good effect, 

she solved problems or knew somebody who 

could, and she was a good friend, counsellor 

and commentator.  She will be greatly missed. 

Robin Tait, who died in July, had also been a 

long-serving member of the Old Town 

Association committee and for some years was 

a witty and at times acerbic editor of this 

newsletter.  Robin studied at the University of 

Edinburgh in the late 1950s which was when 

his love of the Old Town developed.  After a 

scientific career at Liverpool University he and 

his wife Anne moved to Edinburgh and took 

up residence in the newly restored Advocate’s 

Close opposite St Giles on the High Street.  He 

was not idle in retirement, being involved with 

local bodies, and with charities providing 

support for prisoners and people on remand.   

Robin was also a respected local historian 

whose published articles in the Book of the Old 

Edinburgh Club included Burgage Plots and 

the Foundation of the Burgh of Edinburgh and 

Advocate’s Close and Adam Bothwell’s House.   

Both Anja’s and Robin’s funerals were live-

streamed, so many OTA members were able to 

attend, albeit remotely.  The Association offers 

its condolences to Anja’s daughters and 

Robin’s sons. 
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Edinburgh in Lockdown 

Our last Newsletter in April showed how the 

streets, public spaces and museums emptied at 

the start of lockdown. Another immediate 

effect was that most licensed premises were 

boarded up: 

 

 

including shops that sold alcohol and which 

closed due to the lack of visitors: 

 

Even the doors and windows of the Balmoral 

displayed an uncharacteristic shuttered façade: 

 

Not all licensed premises were boarded up: 

 

 

Some painted their boarded up windows:  
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There were messages … 

 

 

… and artistic displays, including a new mural 

 

 

The Council undertook repairs to South Bridge, 

 

Resurfaced George IV Bridge,  

 

… Bank Street … 
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… and the Cowgate … 

 

… introduced more room for pedestrians and 

cyclists in George IV Bridge … 

 

… only for utility companies to come along 

and dig up our streets to keep us connected: 

 

 

Pedestrianisation in the High Street was 

extended using planters no car or truck could 

get past: 

 

Lockdown was kind to nature, but not kind to 

plants left in closed businesses or in untended 

window boxes: 
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Inanimate nature suffered too. The bull in 

St Mary’s Street lost part of its muzzle, and 

one of Wardrop’s Court dragons lost its tail: 

 

 

(fortunately, a local resident collected the parts 

that fell off and we are assured they will be 

reattached).  Heavy rain caused a retaining 

wall below the Esplanade to slip: 

 

And the residents?  We got to know our 

neighbours better, looked after the vulnerable, 

and met up – at a safe distance – to exchange 

news and gossip.  Finally, as lockdown eased, 

we could meet in larger groups, even enjoy 

some al fresco music.  Quite a summer! 

 
All pictures in this newsletter are by Eric Drake and 

Rosemary Mann unless otherwise credited. 
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Places to Visit and Things to do 

Some museums and galleries in the Old Town have re-opened, generally with limits on the numbers 

being admitted and a requirement to pre-book.   

The National Museum of Scotland is open for booked 

visits.  Level 3 is now open as well as Levels 0 and 1. 

Carefully planned visitor routes, signage and safety 

measures are in place to ensure the safety of staff and 

visitors.  While the Explore Gallery in Science & 

Technology is temporarily closed, Dolly the Sheep – one 

of the museum’s most popular exhibits – has been moved 

from Explore to Animal World.  For more information and 

to pre-book free tickets, visit www.nms.ac.uk/scotland.  

Also open for booked visits are the National Galleries and 

Edinburgh Castle (see their individual websites for 

information and how to book). Image courtesy of NMS © Neil Hanna 

The current exhibition at the Queen’s Gallery at the Palace of Holyrood House is Eastern Encounters.  

The Royal Collection contains some of the finest South Asian paintings and manuscripts in the world. 

Tracing more than 400 years of literary and artistic output, the exhibition is intended to offer new 

insights into the shared history of the British Monarchy and the Indian Subcontinent.  Eastern 

Encounters runs until 31 January 2021 (pre-booking required). 

The City Arts Centre in Market Street reopens on 12 September (pre-booking required).  The Centre 

celebrates its 40th anniversary this year and is marking this with a special highlights exhibition from 

the City’s collection of Scottish art. 

St Cecilia’s Hall is opening in September to pre-booked museum visitors but is restricted to 20 people 

in the building.  As sets of strings in harpsichords are often defined as 8ft, social distancing is easy: 

just keep one harpsichord apart!   

Dovecot Studio, including the tapestry studio viewing gallery, is open with social distancing 

measures in place (though the café is closed).  There are timed tickets for the current exhibition: 

Mid-Century Modern: Art & Design from Conran to Quant.   

Some churches are open for prayer, some for services (but without choral singing!), some are 

streaming services though have yet to reopen physically.  Do use open churches in the Old Town for 

rest and contemplation, if not for prayer.  In no particular order: the High Kirk of St Giles (full of 

monuments to the great and the good – and the not-so-good), Old St Paul’s Episcopal (let the 

painting by Alison Watt set your mind wandering), St Patrick’s RC (a haven off the High Street). 

Check websites for details and opening hours. 

Then there are lots of things online.  The National Galleries is streaming talks (free to NGS Friends), 

Maths Week (28 September-4 October 2020, www.mathsweek.scot) is a celebration of the 

importance of maths in our everyday lives.   

This year, Doors Open Day, being held during the weekend of 26 and 27 September, is a digital 

festival that will still allow you to ‘visit’ the buildings you love.  At the time of writing the Doors 

Open Day website (www.cockburnassociation.org.uk/edinburgh-doors-open-day/) reported that the 

information will be available soon! 

One event near the Old Town which will be happening for real is the 15th Anniversary of the Colony 

of Artists in Abbeyhill.  It will take the form of a people’s garden festival on 19 and 20 September 

between 11.00 a.m. and 6.00 p.m.  Because of the pandemic the work of artists will be displayed in 

gardens and not in houses.  Social distancing measures will be in operation. 


