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The Good, the Bad and the Ugly
Somehow that seems to emerge as a
theme for this Newsletter. Our photo
essay looks at a recent fad on our streets:
shops and bars adorning their frontages
with artificial flowers. Some of these
look very good; but others…
The
scaffolding and sheeting now shrouding
the North Bridge are pretty ugly. But as
Association members who attended a
fascinating presentation by the project
team in June discovered, the final
outcome should be very good. The antiterror barriers on the Royal Mile are
undeniably ugly, albeit performing a
necessary function.
This newsletter
includes a thoughtful piece by Association member Elizabeth Graham who
suggests ways in which the same function could be performed by something much
more attractive. Whether the Oor Wullie statues currently scattered around the
streets are good, bad or ugly is largely a matter of taste – and perhaps mood. More
below. Also below is more about an extraordinary vignette of life in the 18th
century Old Town recently turned up by the City Archives: an elephant housed in
Fishmarket Close – definitely a bad thing as far as the neighbours were concerned.
An undoubted good is a trend to use bright but authentic colours on historic
buildings in the Old Town. We look at a couple of newly unveiled examples.
Another undoubted Good
Thing
is
Aspects
of
Edinburgh, a newly published
volume of poems by Stewart
Conn, beautifully illustrated
with sketches by Association
member John Knight. This
Newsletter includes a review,
written by Donald Smith,
Director of the Scottish Story
Telling Centre. But we start
with a recent Council
initiative which cannot be
regarded as a good thing.
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Has the Council lost the plot?
We reported in the last newsletter on the
bewildering variety of Council initiatives
affecting travel in and around the Old Town.
To these have been added what the Council
describe as “Summertime Street operations in
the Old Town”, running from 28 July to 1
September. These, we are told, are “designed
to make the busy streets easier and safer to
walk around”, recognising “the challenges
faced by residents, businesses and visitors in
the Old Town during the busy summer
festival period”.

People enjoying organised activities in the High Street
in July … when the street was totally closed to traffic.

The measures include making the section of
the High Street from just west of John Knox
House to the junction with Jeffrey Street and
St Mary Street vehicle-free full-time, and the
short section between Niddry Street and the
Bridges vehicle-free Monday-Sunday 10.3001.00. How the Council can think that this
makes that part of the High Street “easier and
safer to walk around” beggars belief. With
barriers in place across the High
Street/Bridges junction the unwary pedestrian
might be led to believe that the section of the
High Street downhill from there is vehiclefree. But there is still vehicle access from
Blackfriars Street to High Street and from
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High Street to Niddry Street. Thus, anyone
unaware of the details of the road closure is at
risk of being mown down if they set foot on
the carriageway in this section of the High
Street.
The only part of the lower High Street which
is genuinely vehicle-free is the most easterly
100 metres or so. Here the setts have been so
badly damaged by heavy traffic in the past
that walking on them is an uncomfortable
experience and likely to lead to a twisted
ankle. Sensibly, most pedestrians are sticking
to the pavements. So what possible benefit
does the measure bring? It certainly brings a
very tangible dis-benefit to residents of the
Canongate. They have lost their only bus
service with the 35 now re-routed via Regent
Road and North Bridge. As one Canongate
resident has said: “It will be very isolating if
you can’t get out. It makes me feel like we
just don’t matter. The people paying into the
Council just don’t matter.” It is at least some
consolation that City Centre Councillor Jo
Mowat has been quoted as saying “I am
concerned about the whole Summertime
Streets. I don’t think we’re there yet and I’ll
be engaging with officers to see what we can
do. We’ve got a month of this and we’re
going to have to do better. I’m worried we’ve
made things worse rather than better.” Quite!
About the only positive thing to be said for
the “Summertime Streets operations” is that
they are temporary. After 1 September it is to
be hoped that sanity may return. But the
omens are not good.
For example, during the period that the
Canongate has been deprived of its service
bus it continues to be plagued by an almost
continuous stream of tour buses. During a
weekday afternoon at the end of July your
editor counted the number of these passing up
and down the Canongate. During a one hour
period there were 27 – that is a double-deck,
77-seat bus, unladen weight 11.5 tonnes every
two and a bit minutes. None of them was
more than half full and some were carrying as
few as two, five or six passengers. How can
this possibly be justified on economic, let
alone environmental grounds? Most of these
tour buses are operated by a company 91%
owned by the City of Edinburgh Council. In

the circumstances, what credence is to be
given to the Council’s stated commitment to
reducing pollution?
Similarly, the Council’s stated aim of seeking
powers to control short-term lets hardly seems
consistent with its own proposal to turn part
of the City Chambers into 24 serviced
apartments. Supporters of the proposal make
the point that unlike short-term let apartments
that are unregulated and take away housing
stock in tenement blocks in the Old Town,
this will lead to disused offices being given a
new use. But it is still going to add
significantly to the number of short-term
visitors being fed into what is already the
most congested section of the Royal Mile. Is
this really something the Council should be
promoting?

North Bridge

The work currently going on is a 130-week
project started in June 2018 and planned to
end before Christmas 2020. It involves
repairing the concrete road deck and
structural steelwork where necessary, blasting
off paint and repainting, removing redundant
services, and work on the King’s Own
Scottish Borderers war memorial. It requires
214km of scaffolding tube, mainly hanging
off the underside of the bridge and protection

decks over Market Street and on the south
side of Waverley Station. In June, when
Association members were briefed on the
project by the Balfour Beatty team
responsible for it, we were told that there
were 50 people working on site, and that this
would rise to a peak at 100 later in the year.
The project has provided work experience for
13 ex inmates of HM Prison Edinburgh, one
of whom has been taken on permanently. Our
photograph shows Project Manager Rory
McFadden examining the underside of the
bridge above Market Street. We hope it will
be possible to arrange another members’ visit
to the site towards the end of the project.

Enjoying ourselves safely
Back in 2017, after terrorist attacks in
Manchester and London, the city council very
properly borrowed temporary anti-terror
barriers from the National Barrier Asset, and
placed them in the High Street. Over the past
two years, the council has been working with
Police Scotland to devise anti-terror gates that
can be moved around the city to shield
crowds at a variety of events. These barriers
should have been in place by April this year.

While anti-terror barriers for major events are,
sad to say, a necessity, could we not also be
doing more to terror-proof our streets without
valorising terrorism by erecting structures that
remind innocent pleasure-seekers of their
peril?
We could make better use of street furniture
to impede vehicles used by terrorists.
Already, people are adapting the existing
barriers to peaceful uses. Public seating with
hidden armature could create places of refuge,
without drawing attention to their defensive
3

purpose. Dundee’s marvellous dragon by
Prentice Oliphant reminds us of just how
much can be done with street art. It is popular
with children and passers-by alike. It is the
Dundee coat of arms come to life to remind us
of its story.

Of course, the dragon does not create a
permeable barrier on a crowded street, but the
loops of the Loch Ness monster’s body
would. Or if this is too Disneyfied, a row of
waist-high Lewis chessmen could stretch
across the pavement; or bollards topped with
thistle heads, could provide a simple barrier
that crowds could pass through. We need to
be safe, but we can use design to increase our
safety in a way that will give pleasure, rather
than acting as a reminder of danger.

Oor Wullie
During this summer over 200 statues of Oor
Wullie are to be seen on the streets of
Edinburgh and other Scottish Towns. This
Oor Wullie Big Bucket Trail is billed as the
first nationwide art trail in the world and it is
hoped it will help raise thousands of pounds
for children’s hospital charities in Scotland.
Those of a bah-humbug disposition might say
they are a bad thing, creating yet another
obstruction on our already congested
pavements. But they have proved very
popular with children. And some of them
have been cleverly designed to reflect their
location. For example, the one outside the
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Seabird Centre in North Berwick is adorned
with seabirds. And there is a splendidly
skeletal Wullie outside the Royal College of
Surgeons on Nicholson Street. It’s a shame
that this sort of setting-in-context doesn’t
seem to have been achieved for any of the Old
Town Wullies.

Fishmarket Close Elephant
The City Archives have recently turned up a
fascinating letter dated 23 November 1705 in
which Adam Kerr, a baker with a shop in
Fishmarket Close, complained that his
upstairs neighbour, a Dutchman called
Abraham Sever, was keeping an elephant in
his flat. Mr Kerr said that his bakery and
oven were being ruined and exposed to dung,
with “water” also causing damage from the
flat above as it cascaded down in what he
described as "great quantities".
Unlikely as it seems, the elephant owner had
Council backing. It was recorded that “The
Council upon ane petitione given by Abraham
Sever Dutchman grants liberty to the
petitioner to expose his elephant to all
persones within the toun and suburbs.” So
there is a long tradition of doubtful decisions
by the City Council. Apparently the elephant
died in 1706, sad for her but no doubt a relief
to Adam Kerr ... and his customers.

Balmoral. There is probably a whole article
to be written about the rubbish spouted by
some of the tour guides in the Old Town…

Remember, while the hard copy of the
Newsletter is printed in black and white, a
version with photographs in colour can be
seen on our website www.eota.org.uk

Aspects of Edinburgh
Poems by Stewart Conn;
Drawings by John Knight

Bright Colours
The Museum of Edinburgh in the Canongate
and Riddle’s Court off the Lawnmarket are
attractive examples of coloured limewash in
the Old Town. Our photographs show two
more examples just emerging from
scaffolding. Another striking example is just
emerging from behind scaffolding on the
Abbey Strand. The refurbished buildings here
have been lime-washed in a pleasing shade of
salmon pink.
Also just emerging from
scaffolding is the Canongate Kirk. Work here
has included a striking repainting and regilding of the coats of arms on the west front
and re-gilding of the stag skull and antlers
above them. The antlers were a gift from
King George VI. There is no truth in the
story peddled by at least one tour guide that
they are replaced annually by a new set from
a stag shot that year by the Queen at

People who know and love Edinburgh are
often pushed onto the defensive, in the effort
to protect our legacy. So, it is heartening to
turn the pages of this perceptive and finely
realised response to the city’s beauty in poetry
and drawing. Stewart Conn, Edinburgh’s first
City Makar, provides visual poetry full of wry
observation,
precise
evocation,
and
celebration. John Knight provides not
illustrations, but a parallel response to the city
that combines an exceptional eye for detail
with scenic evocation. You can follow either
path and interweave between the two.
At some points the two streams fully overlap,
as at the Queen’s Hall – ‘She sits in the
gallery, eyes closed, her sparse hair/ catching
the light, head tilted as the melody soars.’
Accompanying this is a fine external
representation of the spire, between the trees
of the Meadows, Southside flats and Arthur’s
Seat beyond. Both artists catch Edinburgh in
mood and season. ‘At heart she possesses/ a
sliver of ice…’ writes Conn. The cover is a
scenic panorama from Inverleith. Scotland
Street Press have produced a pocket
inspiration for our own impressions of Old
Town and New. Everyone who loves
Edinburgh will cherish this book.
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More Bright Colours

This year, many frontages have been adorned
with plastic flowers. Along the Royal Mile:

In side streets:
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And some worth examining in detail:

Events and Happenings

In the Cowgate:

Details of the lecture programme of the Old
Edinburgh
Club,
can
be
found
at
www.oldedinburghclub.org.uk/Lectures/. All talks
start at 7.00 pm at Augustine United Church, 41
George IV Bridge and are free to members, £5 to
non-members. Their next series of lectures start
on 16th October with a talk by Andy Mitchell on
The World’s First Football Club – Edinburgh
1824.
For talks and events at the Edinburgh Central
Library and National Library of Scotland see
www.eventbrite.co.uk/o/edinburgh-reads-1650684470
and www.nls.uk/events respectively.
The
National Library exhibition Northern Lights: the
Scottish Enlightenment runs until 18 April 2020.
The current exhibition at the Queen’s Gallery at
the Palace of Holyrood House, running until
3 November, is Russia, Royalty & the Romanovs,
7

telling the story of the familial, political,
diplomatic and artistic associations between
Britain and Russia and their royal families from
the late 17th century through to Russia’s last
emperor Nicholas II and beyond. This will be
followed by Leonardo da Vinci: a life in
drawing, running from 22 November 15 to March
2020 and marking the 500th anniversary of the
artist’s death. Also until 6 October there is the
exhibition in the Palace itself: A Royal Wedding:
the Duke and Duchess of Sussex. Entry charges
apply – but remember, your ticket gives you
unlimited access to the Queen’s Gallery for one
year when you get it stamped after your visit.
The current major temporary exhibition at the
Museum of Scotland in Chambers Street,
running until 10 November, is Wild and Majestic:
Romantic Visions of Scotland. This exhibition
considers the origins of some of the defining
images of Scotland and explores how they were

used to represent the country around the world.
Entry charges apply.
The current exhibition at the City Arts Centre in
Market Street is Victoria Crowe: 50 Years in
Painting featuring over 150 works by this
distinguished living artist, including landscapes
produced in the Pentland Hills (until 15 October).
The main current exhibition at The Dovecot
Studios in Infirmary Street is Julie Cope’s Grand
Tour: The Story of a Life by Grayson Perry
presenting a set of tapestries and other artworks
designed by this Turner Prize winning artist. The
exhibition runs until 2 November. Entry charges
apply.
Doors Open Days. Edinburgh & East Lothian
Doors Open Days 2019 will be held on 28 and 29
September, with a series of talks leading up to
the weekend. The brochure will be released in
September:

OTA Activities
The Forgotten Polar Hero. Wednesday 25 September, 7.00 pm, Riddle’s Court, 322 Lawnmarket.
Explorer and naturalist William Speirs Bruce was once a household name in Scotland, but by the
time he died in Edinburgh in 1921 he was nearly a forgotten man. This talk, by Edinburgh tour
guide Simon Bendle, will shine a spotlight back onto the man who led the first - and only Scottish National Antarctic Expedition in 1902 and established the first permanent weather
station in Antarctica, helping us to understand climate change. Tickets £6. Guests welcome.
Open Streets: opportunities and challenges. Thursday 24 October 7.00 pm, European Room,
City Chambers, High St. Edinburgh is the first city in the United Kingdom to join the Open
Streets movement. Following the inaugural event on 5 May, the programme has continued to
evolve with the intention of providing opportunities for the community to get involved and enjoy
“vehicle free” streets. Vivienne Robinson, Project Manager, Open Streets, will give a
presentation on the experiences, challenges and opportunities of making this change, and
feedback collated from evaluation. Also time for general discussion and questions. Tickets £6.
Guests welcome.
Classical Edinburgh. Monday 18 November, 7.00 pm, City Art Centre, Market Street. In
1966, Edinburgh University Press published The Making of Classical Edinburgh by Professor A
J Youngson. It was illustrated with beautiful black and white photographs by renowned
photographer Edwin Smith (1912-71). Colin McLean studied architectural history at Edinburgh
(and had economics lectures from A J Youngson) and was intrigued by Smith’s photographs. He
started re-shooting some in 2017 and this generated interest - becoming the exhibition which
runs in the City Art Centre from November 2019 till March 2020. Colin, now working as an
architectural photographer, will talk about the impact of Youngson’s book and Smith’s
photographs on the conservation of the New Town. Tickets £6. Guests welcome.
Christmas Party. Tuesday 17 December, 7.00 pm, Augustine United Church, George IV Bridge.
Come and enjoy our annual Christmas Party with seasonal entertainment. There will be wine
and nibbles and festive cheer. We look forward to seeing you all. Tickets £8. Members and
friends welcome.
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