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A Happy New Year 

to all our readers! 

This newsletter explores themes which seem appropriate to the turning of the year: 

darkness and light, numbers and time.  Fittingly, the photo essay features clocks 

around the Old Town. 

Let There be Light! 

Under this heading a year ago we expressed reservations about the Virgin Money 

Street of Light, which occupied the upper High Street over Christmas 2015.  In 

2016 this migrated to the New Town, sitting at the western end of George Street.  

Many had felt the Street of Light was a tacky and inappropriate intrusion in the 

Old Town.  However the situation at Christmas 2016 was also unsatisfactory with 

the High Street entirely devoid of festive lights and the decorations around the rest 

of the Old Town patchy and varying in quality.  There was an impressively 

decorated Christmas tree on a new site opposite the east end of Market Street as 

part of the New Waverley development.  By contrast the traditional tree in West 

Parliament Square was aptly described by one Association member as looking 

thoroughly bleak, out of proportion, unloved, surrounded by emptiness. It shared 

those characteristics with the trees in front of the City Chambers and in the 

Grassmarket.  The lights on all of them looked as though they were designed to 

keep the trees tied up rather than to decorate them.  And the overhead lights in 

Victoria Street and Cockburn Street were looking distinctly tired.  At least two 

sections of the latter were broken with sections of lights not working.  

 
 

 

Left to right: New Waverley, West Parliament Square, Victoria Street 

We realise that in a time of austerity Christmas lights cannot be a priority for the 

City Council.  But good effects can be achieved fairly simply.  The lights in the 

trees in front of the Canongate church always look good and the two giant 

snowflakes of white lights above Candlemaker Row had real impact.  Let’s hope 

that in future years, perhaps with input from traders, there can be more displays 

like these around the Old Town. 



Possibly inspiration will be provided by Edinburgh World Heritage’s Twelve Closes Project 

which we also mentioned a year ago.  This is intended to bring a series of bespoke improvements 

to selected Old Town closes, including artistic and architectural lighting.  The twelve closes 

covered by the project are Carrubber’s, Stevenlaw’s, Fleshmarket, Lady Stair’s, North Gray’s, 

Trunk’s, Fountain’s, Bakehouse, Crighton’s, Old Playhouse, Pirrie’s/Chessels’ Court and 

Riddle’s Court.  Work is planned to be completed by the end of 2019.  More information can be 

found at www.ewht.org.uk/news/542/102/Twelve-Closes-Project-to-Light-Up-the-Old-Town.  

The photographs below were taken during a week of lighting trials in Bakehouse Close and give 

a sense of the sort of effects that could be achieved. 

  

Go Figure! 

237/40/223 & 14; 18, 4/5/17; 111.  No, this is 

not an entirely random string of digits! 

The first group of figures have to do with the 

Association’s 40th anniversary.  237 was the 

number of members we had at the start of 

2016, our 40th year, and 223 was the 

membership by the end of the year.  The drop 

reflects the changing demographic of the Old 

Town.  As we have said before, the more 

members the Association has the more 

effectively it can make its voice heard in 

discussions with the City Council and other 

decision makers.  So do please consider 

whether there is anyone among your family 

and friends who might be interested in 

joining, and if so, do a little gentle arm-

twisting!  Residency in the Old Town is not a 

requisite.  The subscription is really very 

modest: £7 for individuals, £5 for senior 

citizens. 

One of the Association’s undertakings in its 

40th year was to help fund a project by the  

Central Library to make the 14 volumes of the 

Boog Watson archive more accessible.   

Charles Brodie Boog Watson was born on the 

7 November, 1858 in Bombay, India and was 

educated at Edinburgh Academy. He later 

entered the engineering profession becoming 

a partner in the West End Engine Works, 

retiring in 1908. For many years after his 

retirement, he was given a room in the City 

Chambers to continue his voluntary task of 

using the City Council records to research the 

city’s history and topography. This extensive 

and meticulous research comprising 14 

volumes he presented to Edinburgh Libraries.  

Funding from the Old Town Association will 

help with the 

digitisation of the 

indexes to these 

volumes, making it 

easier for anyone 

interested in the 

City’s history to find 

out what they 

contain. 



The next group of figures bears on local 

democracy.  We have reported before on 

problems experienced by the Old Town 

Community Council, including the mass-

resignation of its members in 2013, frustrated 

by lack of support from the City Council.  

The Community Council was subsequently 

reconstituted and it looked as though it was 

moving into a happier era.  However, owing 

to a shortage of nominations for membership 

the Old Town Community Council currently 

does not exist. Attempts are currently being 

made to reconstitute it and to find up to 18 

people willing to serve on it. The timetable is: 

• Nomination period 9-30 January 2017 

• Notice of Poll 6 February 

• Election (if required) 23 February 

The general purpose of community councils is 

to act as a voice for their local area.  They 

have a statutory right to be consulted on 

planning applications; and have 

representation on each of the 12 

Neighbourhood Partnerships across the City.  

If you think that this is something that might 

interest you the Association’s Convener 

Barbara Logue or Committee members Anja 

Amsel and Bill Cowan – all of whom have 

been members of the Community Council – 

would be happy to provide more information. 

Elections to the City of Edinburgh Council 

take place on 4 May 2017.  Not an 

announcement to make the heart race perhaps.  

But, at the risk of sounding sententious, local 

democracy is important, the City Council 

delivers services which are important to all of 

us and the Association values its contacts 

with the three Councillors who represent the 

City Centre Ward, which covers the Old 

Town.  At the last Council elections in 2012 

turnout in the City Centre Ward was 36.6%, 

compared with 50.8% in 2007.  Let’s hope we 

can do better in 2017. 

And finally 111 Places In Edinburgh That 

You Shouldn’t Miss.  This is the title of a new 

book by Old Town resident Gillian Tait, the 

latest in a series of similarly titled guides 

issued by German publishers Emons Verlag 

GmbH.  The book casts its net fairly widely – 

the 111 places include the Rosslyn Chapel 

and the Glenkinchie Distillery at Pencaitland 

– but most of the selected sites are within the 

City boundaries and a good number within 

the Old Town.   

 

The focus is on lesser-known places or lesser-

known aspects of well-known ones.  The 

author packs in a lot of information in an 

accessible way and is not afraid to express her 

views firmly.  For example, Gladstone’s Land 

is described as “Easily missed among the 

tawdry tourist traps that now punctuate the 

Royal Mile”.  This is a book that even long-

term Edinburgh residents are likely to learn 

from and for visitors wanting to get off the 

beaten tourist track it will be invaluable.  A 

good buy at £11.99. 

Time to Spare? 

They used to say “if you want to know the 

time, ask a policeman”.  Today, you might be 

considered as wasting police time if you did 

so, even supposing you could find a 

policeman to ask!  No matter, as there are 

plenty of clocks in or visible from the Old 

Town, so you can always be sure of knowing 

the time.  Here are just some of them… 

 



 

 

 

 
Canongate Tolbooth, Cowgatefoot, St Mary’s Street, 

High Street (Royal Mile Bar). Previous page: Gentle’s 

Entry, Holyrood Road 

 

 

 
Tron Kirk, The Hub, Balmoral Hotel (formerly the 

North British Hotel) 

As well as these analogue clocks, there is a 

digital clock in every parking meter, but as 

you cannot tell the time at a glance from 

these, we have not included any in this 

selection. 

We would advise that you don’t use the clock 

of the Royal Mile Bar as it has been fixed at 

12.22 for some time now.  Also, if you are 

using the Tron Kirk to catch a train, be aware 

that its clock – unlike that of the North British 

(Balmoral) – is 3 minutes slow! 



 

OTA Activities 

A Walk through the Old Town.  Tuesday 31 January, 6.00 p.m.  Tickets £5.  Join us for a walk 

with a difference led by Forrest Howie.  This tour, customised for the OTA, will take you around 

Greyfriars Kirkyard and parts of Edinburgh’s historic High Street.  Hear about some of the 

things that happened, and the people who walked on these very locations.  Our guide also uses a 

hand-held projector to reveal Edinburgh as it once was.  Tickets £5.  Numbers are limited so this 

event is for members only.   

When we say members only, we mean it!   

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

Scotland’s Urban Past.  Monday 20 February, 7.00 p.m.  Quaker Meeting House, Victoria 

Terrace.  Talk by Peigi MacKillop on Scotland’s Urban Past, a five-year nationwide project 

about the history of Scotland's towns and cities, led by Historic Environment Scotland and 

supported by the Heritage Lottery Fund.  Tickets £5.  Guests welcome.  

Annual General Meeting and Talk by Mark McLean.  Thursday 16 March, 7.00 p.m.  Quaker 

Meeting House, Victoria Terrace.  Members’ chance to quiz the Association’s committee about 

what they have been doing over the last year.  The meeting will be followed by a talk by Mark 

McLean, Learning Officer for the National Trust for Scotland at Newhailes, on Edinburgh and 

the Enlightenment in the age of Lord Hailes.  No cost, but please let us know if you want to 

come so we know how many chairs to set out.  Guests welcome. 

Call for Nominations.  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 (and our website). 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 a copy of the Association’s constitution. 

How to Book Tickets 

The Old Town Association now has accounts with Eventbright and PayPal so you may book and 

pay for tickets on-line instead of by post.  Your options are: 

• Apply by post as before using the enclosed ticket form.  Please remember to send a stamped 

addressed envelope for your tickets!   

• Eventbright.  Book and pay for tickets using Eventbright.  The OTA page on Eventbright is 

at https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/o/edinburgh-old-town-association-12448508825.  A charge 

applies which covers the Eventbright fees.  You will be sent an e-ticket but there is no need 

to print this out. 

• On-line.  The Old Town Association now has a PayPal account.  Send an email to 

info@eota.org.uk to detail the tickets you require and pay on-line using PayPal (a personal 

PayPal account is not necessary).  Click the Donate button link at www.eota.org.uk/ 

index.php/what-we-do/join-us. You may also use the Donate button to pay your subscription, 

but do remember to include a message with your payment or send us an email (also to 

info@eota.org.uk) so we know what your payment is for!   

On-line options for tickets will go live two days after the newsletter is posted so those using post 

are not disadvantaged. 



 

 

Other events and happenings 

Old Edinburgh Club.  All talks start at 7.00 pm at Augustine United Church, 41 George IV 

Bridge and are free to members, £5 to non-members 

Wednesday 11 January: John Baxter on Burke and Hare revisited.   

Wednesday 15 February: Celia McIntyre on The population of Edinburgh: the Census online.   

Wednesday 15 March: Anna Feintuck on The Great, the Good and the Useful: the Freedom of 

the City of Edinburgh.   

For talks and events at the National Library of Scotland and Edinburgh Central Library see 

www.nls.uk/events and www.eventbrite.co.uk/o/edinburgh-reads-1650684470 respectively. 

The current exhibition at the Queen’s Gallery at the Palace of Holyrood House is Painting 

Paradise which celebrates the garden in art.  Just the thing to brighten a bleak winter day!  The 

exhibition runs until 26 February (entry charges apply – but your ticket gives you unlimited 

access to the Queen’s Gallery for one year when you get it stamped after your visit). 

Two current, free, exhibitions at the City Arts Centre in Market Street focus on works on paper.  

The exhibition of works by Peter Randall-Page runs until 12 February and Paper Trail: 

Drawings, Watercolours, Prints runs until 21 May.  

At the Museum of Scotland in Chambers Street the Wildlife Photographer of the Year 

exhibition runs until 19 February and is well worth catching (no entry charge).  At the same 

museum the Monkey Business exhibition explains how primates have adapted to their 

surroundings, communicate and co-exist with humans.  It features more than 60 taxidermy 

specimens created especially for the exhibition, photography, films and interactives.  The 

exhibition continues until 23 April (entry charges apply).   


