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Groundhog Day or a New Dawn?  

In the 1993 film Groundhog Day Bill Murray’s cynical TV weatherman found 

himself in a time loop, apparently condemned to endlessly relive the same day.  

There have been times over the last year when life has felt like that!  In September’s 

newsletter we included a photo of Greyfriars Bobby wearing one of the disposable 

blue face masks which had become so familiar.  At the time of writing he was 

sporting a more robust black face mask – as well as a rather fetching crocheted 

jacket.  That Bobby continues to be masked up is reminder of how the pandemic 

continues to dominate all our lives.  But some aspects of life have continued 

relatively normally.  During the second lockdown the construction industry was 

allowed to operate and it has certainly been doing so in and around the Old Town.  

The main photo essay in this newsletter looks at the extraordinary amount and 

variety of scaffolding currently to be seen on our patch. 

In the film Bill Murray finally escapes the time loop and returns to normal life a new 

and better man.  A metaphor for our current situation perhaps.  With the vaccination 

programme having rolled out faster than anyone could have hoped there is a very 

real prospect of restrictions easing over the coming weeks and months.  But it is 

clear that even if we eliminate Covid-19, or at least find a way of living with it, life 

is going to be different from how it was pre-pandemic.  International travel is not 

going to return to old levels any time soon – if at all.  This has profound implications 

for Edinburgh.  Can it find a new, viable tourism model?  If the demand for short-

term holiday lets shrinks what happens to all the properties currently in Airbnb-type 

use?  What happens to the Festivals?  And what about retail?  In recent years the 

Old Town has become dominated by a particular sort of tourist-targeted retail model.  

If, as seems likely, many of the tartan tat shops close, what, if anything, will replace 

them?  This newsletter looks at some of these issues. 

Greyfriars Bobby’s crocheted jacket is a reminder that we have come through a 

particularly hard winter with more snow than Edinburgh has experienced for a 

decade. This provided an opportunity for people to get creative during lockdown. 

This newsletter includes pictures of some of the snowmen – and snow-women and 

snow-beasties – that appeared in and around the Old Town. 

For a while at least the scope for indoor gathering is going to be limited and meetings 

will have to continue to be virtual.  Below are notices of two online presentations 

offered by the Old Town Association as well as links to other presentations and 

resources which may be of interest to members. 



 

It’s Up To Work We Go! 

Scaffolding may not be aesthetically pleasing, 

but it does show that work is taking place. 

Some has been in place a long time: 

 

 

other scaffolding is new: 

 

 

Some scaffolding is on commercial or 

institutional buildings: 

 

 

 



 

or it might be residential or mixed-use: 

 

 

    

Some scaffolding is for high-level access:  

 

 

Some for walls: 

 



 

 

 

 

Regrettably, some scaffolding is not for work, 

but is for catching debris; no doubt a full 

scaffold for repairs will follow in due course: 

 

Some of the most dramatic is, strictly 

speaking, outwith the Old Town, but you do 

not have to leave the area to get the impact of 

scaffolding at St Andrew’s House  

 

and the UoE Edinburgh Futures Institute: 

 



 

The Tron Kirk 

On 25 February Edinburgh World Heritage 

announced that with effect from 1 April 2021, 

they would end their short-term occupancy of 

the Tron Kirk. EWH’s Director Christina 

Sinclair explained at our Association’s AGM 

that their occupation was always planned to be 

short-term with a view to finding a long-term 

sustainable use for this historic building.  That 

would require a funding input from the City of 

Edinburgh Council, the building’s owners.  

The Council’s Finance and Resources 

Committee decided on 3 December 2020 that 

they were unable to commit to any funding for 

the project due to ‘significant unbudgeted 

capital pressures’. As a result, EWH concluded 

that the likelihood of securing support from 

other major funders at this time was very low 

and took the difficult decision to withdraw 

from the project. 

The Cockburn Association has commented 

that this “is a huge blow for the heritage of 

Edinburgh.  The Tron is a Category A-listed 

building that sits in the heart of the Old Town.  

Its deteriorating condition and lack of a 

long-term use finds it on the Buildings at Risk 

Register.  The Tron is also the spiritual home 

of Edinburgh’s traditional Hogmanay 

celebration.  It could perhaps be described as 

ironic that £800,000 per annum is given to the 

organisers of Edinburgh’s modern Hogmanay 

events, but nothing is apparently left in the city 

coffers to save this iconic building.” 

Old Royal High School 

There is more encouraging news about another 

Category A-listed building currently lacking a 

long-term use.  Although the Old Royal High 

School lies outside the Old Town it is of 

legitimate interest to us forming, as it does, a 

key element in the view from several points in 

the Old Town.  Following Scottish Ministers’ 

rejection of the appeal against the refusal of 

planning permission for proposals to turn the 

building into a 125-room luxury hotel the 

developers behind that proposal sought to 

extend their contract with the City of 

Edinburgh Council by a further three years.  In 

December the Council decided instead to test 

the market and put a long-term lease for the 

property out to procurement.  The alternative – 

and preferable – proposal to turn the building 

into a new home for St Mary’s Music School 

already has planning permission and funding.  

It seems doubtful whether any commercial 

developer would be willing to take on this 

problematic building in the current difficult 

economic climate.  So, fingers crossed, we 

might see the music school proposal become 

reality. 

Whither Winter Festivals? 

The current contract for delivering the 

Christmas and Hogmanay events expires in 

2022. The City Council has decided that this is 

an appropriate opportunity to review both 

events and to ask businesses, community 

groups and residents how they wish to 

celebrate Christmas and Hogmanay from 2022 

onwards.  The Council says that it wishes to 

engage in an open public conversation about 

the future of these events, to listen to feedback 

from residents and to ensure that the future of 

the winter festivals achieves the right balance 

for those living and working in Edinburgh.  

The online consultation can be found at 

https://consultationhub.edinburgh.gov.uk/sfc/

winterfestivals/ and is open until 19 May 2021. 

The Old Town Association has submitted a 

response stressing the need for the Festivals to 

take proper account of the wishes and 

legitimate expectations of local residents.  We 

would encourage members to make individual 

responses if they have views on these issues. 

Book Festival comes to the Old Town 

In January organisers of the Edinburgh 

International Book Festival confirmed that the 

2021 Festival will take place from Saturday 14 

to Monday 30 August at the University of 

Edinburgh’s Edinburgh College of Art on 

Lauriston Place.  While the full programme 

and event details will not be announced until 

the end of June, plans are for a range of live 

online author talks, workshops and readings 

and, if circumstances permit, some events for 

in person, albeit socially distanced, audiences. 

Book Festival Director, Nick Barley, said “In 

the grassy courtyard of Edinburgh College of 

Art we will, if rules allow, recreate the 

elements of the Book Festival that our 

audiences love – bookshops, cafes and open 



 

spaces in which to come together safely 

offering the ‘oasis of calm’ for which the Book 

Festival is renowned.  The College offers 

excellent studio and theatre facilities for both 

online broadcasting and potential events with a 

socially distanced audience.” 

A Zero-Waste Shop in the Old Town? 

The idea behind these shops is to reduce food 

waste and single-use plastic.  The shop buys 

products in bulk quantities, in either reusable, 

recyclable or returnable packaging and 

customers are encouraged to bring their own 

containers and can limit their purchases to the 

quantities that they actually need.  Several 

zero-waste shops have been established around 

Edinburgh and a local resident has now 

decided to research whether there is interest in 

setting one up in the Old Town.  She comments 

"This research is looking into the potential of 

opening a zero-waste themed grocery store 

within the Old Town. The intention is to 

provide a shop which benefits the community 

and the environment. Typical stock would be a 

range of essential groceries including dry 

goods which can be refilled from bulk 

dispensers. Focus will also be on sourcing 

local and organic goods where possible for 

maximum benefit to local businesses. 

“Although tourism is extremely important to 

Edinburgh's economy, I believe there needs to 

be more of a balance with the types of shops 

and services that are available to residents in 

the Old Town.  However, I do think this type 

of shop would also appeal to visitors due to the 

growing interest in sustainable living and 

exploring more local spots.” 

The online survey to canvass views is open 

until the end of March, and can be accessed at 

https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/37252WF 

Transport Issues 

This time last year we reported on proposals in 

the City of Edinburgh Council’s City Mobility 

Plan which included the creation of segregated 

cycling routes along main arterial routes to 

provide for quick and safe journeys by bicycle.  

The Council took advantage of reduced traffic 

levels during lockdowns to start installing 

these segregated routes.  In the Old Town there 

are now such routes on George IV Bridge and 

down the Mound.  The routes on George IV 

Bridge seem to be working well, with carefully 

designed interfaces between them and bus 

stops.   

 

But the segregated south-bound cycle channel 

on the Mound creates problems for buses 

heading in the same direction.  They now have 

to swing right out into the north-bound lane to 

negotiate the sharp bend above the National 

Gallery and often have to wait for some time 

until there is a break in the north-bound traffic. 

 

Also, at the time of writing, the south-bound 

bus stop on the Mound near the junction with 

Market Street has been taken out of use.  It is 

not clear whether this is connected with the 

creation of the cycle lane or whether it is to be 

a permanent measure.  But there does seem to 

be a worrying trend to reduce the number of 

bus stops.  It is apparently planned to remove 

all the bus stops on South Bridge.  When this 

Association raised concerns about this the 

response from Lothian Buses included the 

comment that “alternatives exist on High 

Street and Nicolson Square”.  For anybody 

with mobility issues wanting to visit the shops 

on South Bridge, the Museum in Chambers 

Street, or the Sheriff Court, the bus stops in 

Nicolson Square and towards the bottom of the 

High Street are really not viable alternatives. 



 

Annual General Meeting 

The Virtual AGM on Thursday 4 March was 

chaired by Barbara Logue (Convener) and 

attended by six committee members and 

eighteen ordinary members.  The AGM 

received the Convener’s Review of 2020 

(circulated with this newsletter) and the annual 

accounts for the year to 31 August 2020 

(available on the OTA website), and approved 

changes to the constitution permitting 

meetings to be held by remote access and the 

numbers required for meetings to be quorate.   

Barbara reported that since her report had been 

written the Scottish Government had 

announced that proposed legislation on short-

term lets had been deferred until after the 

Holyrood elections in May.   

The AGM heard that the OTA will be raising 

subscription rates with effect from September 

2021. The new rates, last raised in 2013, are: 

 Old New 

Individual  £7.00 £10.00 

Concession £5.00 £8.00 

Double (two at one address) £9.00 £15.00 

Overseas (email only) £10.00 £10.00 

Corporate £20.00 £25.00 

After the formal business of the meeting was 

concluded Christina Sinclair gave an insight 

into her role as Director of Edinburgh World 

Heritage (EWH).  She outlined the reasons for 

the recently announced EWH decision to give 

up the short-term lease of the Tron Kirk (see 

above).   

Christina also reported on recent conservation 

projects receiving EWH funding which have 

included repairs to West Register House and 

energy efficiency programmes in Canongate/ 

Brown’s Close – a late-1950s building by Basil 

Spence.  EWH was looking for another Old 

Town tenement for a similar programme to be 

carried out in 2022-23 and would welcome 

suggestions for possible locations.  EWH felt 

that such projects could be part of the solution 

to the climate emergency: historic buildings 

tended to be more sustainable than new builds 

and work on them could help address fuel 

poverty.   

Winter Cheer 

This thistle, lit with changing colour, brightens 

up Market Street: 

 

While price rises for postage are never 

welcome, the image chosen for the UK postage 

rates leaflet from 1 January is familiar: 

 



 

The snow gave us snowmen …  

 

 

… and snowdogs …. 

 

… or is it a snow-lion? 

 

and, appropriately for a snowy St Valentine’s 

Day, this cosy couple: 

 

If winter comes, can spring be far behind … 

The reappearance of the robot mower on The 

Mound is a real harbinger of spring. 

 

All pictures in this newsletter are by Eric Drake and 

Rosemary Mann unless otherwise credited. 



 

OTA Activities 

The Association is offering two online presentations this spring.   

The talks will take place over Zoom and the links will be sent to all 

members for whom we have an email address.  If you did not receive 

an email with links to the newsletter online and to things to do online, 

then please send an email to info@eota.org.uk and we will put you 

on our mailing list.  The OTA will use your email to contact you on 

any matter of interest or pertaining to Association business; your 

details will not be used for any other purpose nor passed to any other 

party.   

The Melville Monument: a view from the pavement, Thursday 

8 April, 6.30 pm, by Zoom.  As a result of the discussion about the 

merits and demerits of those commemorated by statues and street 

names in our towns and cities, the monument to Henry Dundas, 

Viscount Melville, in St Andrew Square has been re-labelled by the 

City Council.  Edward Duvall, a retired scientist, looks at the 

evidence behind the statements on the recently erected plaque from 

an interested amateur’s point of view.  Free to members, donation 

welcome. 
Melville Monument (Wikipedia Commons) 

A Tale of Two Explosions, Wednesday 21 April, 6.30 pm, by Zoom.  OTA Committee Member 

Eric Drake (with socially distanced help from friends and neighbours) looks at two memorable 

explosions – one which happened at Craigmillar on 21 April 1982 and the other in the Canongate on 

9 October 1867 – and explores the links between them.  Free to members, donation welcome. 

These online events are free to members.  If the talks had been held in person in a venue, tickets 

would have been at least £5.00.  We hope members will consider a donation in lieu of a ticket fee.  

Non-members may attend if a donation of at least £5.00 has been made.  Donate online through the 

OTA website and we will send you the link. 

As ongoing restrictions permit, we hope to arrange outdoor activities for our members in the summer.  

We will email details of these guided walks and maybe a sociable gathering once they are arranged 

and are able to go ahead.  So, do give us your email address if you are not on our list! 

Places to Visit and Things to do 

 

The City Art Centre has put together an interesting digital 

exhibition Edinburgh: Our City which can be accessed 

at www.artuk.org/discover/curations/Edinburgh-our-city.  It 

consists of 22 works from the Centre’s collection personally 

chosen by their front-of-house team and showing a diversity 

of images from around the city, including the Old Town.   

For future exhibitions at the City Arts Centre in Market 

Street and the other galleries and museums run by the city 

council, see www.edinburghmuseums.org.uk/whats-on.  A 

wide variety of digital lectures and events can also be 

booked through this website. 

Talks and events (in person or online) at Edinburgh Central 

Library and the National Library of Scotland are posted at 

www.eventbrite.co.uk/o/edinburgh-reads-1650684470 and at 

www.nls.uk/. 

View from the Mound looking west, around 1929, by William Crozier (CAC) 



 

The next planned exhibition at the Queen’s Gallery at Holyroodhouse is Victoria & Albert: Our 

Lives in Watercolour.  This will consist of a selection of the thousands of watercolours collected by 

the royal couple, including several reflecting their love of Scotland.  For latest information on opening 

dates and tickets visit www.rct.uk.   

 
Edinburgh with a distant view of the Palace of Holyroodhouse, 1862 by Walter Hugh Paton (Royal Collection). 

The next planned temporary exhibition at the National Museum of Scotland in Chambers Street, 

will be of the Galloway Hoard, the richest collection of Viking-age objects ever found in Britain or 

Ireland.  Visit www.nms.ac.uk for information on opening dates and booking arrangements and for 

more information about the hoard and the museum’s other treasures. 

The current exhibition at Dovecot Studio, is The Art of Being an Apprentice, charts the 

apprenticeship of weaver Elaine Wilson, online only.  The summer exhibition is Archie Brennan 

Tapestry Goes Pop!, a retrospective of Edinburgh-born master weaver Archie Brennan.  Visit 

https://dovecotstudios.com for details on how to book. 

Gladstone’s Land is set to reopen after a £1.5m refurbishment presenting a journey through time 

from the 17th century first floor, 18th century second floor, to a 20th century third floor with a 21st 

century café and ice-cream parlour at street level.  Free to members of the National Trust for Scotland. 

The recreated 17th century Physic Garden in the 

grounds of the Palace of Holyroodhouse which we 

mentioned in the January newsletter is now open 

again.  Free admission during daylight hours. 


