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Looking forward (mainly) 
The picture above shows what locals have named the 
Canongate corbie: a crow which during 2023 took to 
posing Gothically on the sign of a local tattoo parlour.  

 

In some mythologies crows are associated with divination and prophecy.  This one 
certainly looks wise enough to have some idea of what the future holds. 

And that’s appropriate given that the turn of the year is traditionally a time for reflecting 
on what has happened in the last twelve months and thinking about what may be to 
come in the next twelve.  Previous January Newsletters followed that tradition.  This 
time we focus mainly on looking forward to events we can expect (or hope, or in some 
cases perhaps, fear) will happen in 2024 and beyond.  We start with a thoughtfully 
reflective consideration of the OTA’s future by Barbara Logue, who was involved in 
the founding of the Association and last year stood down from the role of Convener 
which she had ably filled for ten years.  She remains on the OTA Committee.   

As well as looking to the future there is a certain amount of looking back in this 
newsletter.  And our photo essay on “stumps in the Old Town” is focussed on the 
present, but with some reflection on the past and speculation about the future. 

The OTA’ s Future? 
by Barbara Logue 

In 2026 the Old Town Association will be 50 years old. The question is will it be a 
Golden anniversary? The past achievements of the OTA have been well documented 
over the years in our Newsletters and Conveners’ Reports.  

The many major issues in the Old Town addressed by the Association include, for 
example, student housing, tourism, holiday lets, the effects of Christmas Festivities and 
Festival activities in the City Centre and redevelopment. This has been done with the 
support of our members and the OTA has offered members walks, talks and visits – all 
informative and some amusing – the talk on deep-fried Mars bars comes to mind! There 
have been social events too such as summer and Christmas parties. It is encouraging 
that attendance at OTA events has been generally high – in fact some have had to be 
repeated to accommodate members wishing to attend. The Old Town Association and 
its members have mutually benefited. 

Now we have to look to the future. The OTA needs more members and in particular 
Committee members. Volunteering to serve on the committee is a rewarding and 
positive experience. There is the chance to contribute to the issues of the day, a 
feeling of achievement and some measure of control over what happens in an area 
of Edinburgh that is important to all of us. It is an opportunity to meet, work and 
share a sense of humour and fun with people with the same concerns as you. 
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Everyone who cares about the Old Town and the 
future of the Association would like to be 
optimistic about a 50th Anniversary in 2026 so if 
you feel you could help please get in touch via 
the website eota.org.uk or speak personally to 
one of the current Committee members. Many 
thanks! 

 
This photo taken at the Association’s 2023 Christmas 
Party shows Convener Eric Drake echoing Barbara’s 
plea for members to consider joining the committee.  
Gratifyingly, some members have stepped forward.  But 
if anyone else is interested they would be very welcome.  
And do please consider whether you can sign up any 
family and friends as Association members. 

Photo: Alison Campbell 

Control on Short-term Lets  

This was very much a theme of 2023 and looks 
set to continue as a theme in 2024.  With 
Edinburgh designated the first Short-term Let 
Control Area in Scotland, since 5th September 
2022 use of an entire dwelling that is not a 
principal home as a short-term is considered a 
material change of use requiring planning 
permission. There was a rush of applications 
for such permission in the last quarter of 2023 
as the deadline for seeking approval loomed.  
The City Council has generally taken a robust 
line in refusing permission for short term lets 
which could have an adverse impact on 
residents’ amenity. The Cockburn Association 
reports that, since 1 October 2022, of the 255 
applications for change of use received, 247 
have been rejected with the vast majority being 
flats in traditional tenements. 

In 2024 the focus will need to shift to taking 
appropriate enforcement action against short 
term lets operating without the necessary 
permission. 

Low Emission Zone (and other traffic 
measures?) 

 

Signs marking the boundaries of Edinburgh’s 
Low Emission Zone (LEZ) are now in place 
with enforcement due to take place from 1 June 
2024.  Most of the Old Town lies within the 
LEZ which also covers the New Town as far 
north as Queen Street and the Southside out to 
Melville Drive.   

The aim of the LEZ is to reduce air pollution 
by restricting vehicles driving within the zone, 
based on vehicle emission standards.  
Exemptions will apply, including for vehicles 
for people with disabilities, such as people who 
have Blue Badges; historic vehicles; 
emergency vehicles; military vehicles and, 
curiously, showman’s vehicles. 

Enforcement of a LEZ in Glasgow began on 
1 June 2023 and although this was 
accompanied by some grumbling the scheme 
seems generally to be working well.  Let’s 
hope the same will be true for Edinburgh. 
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It will be interesting to see whether further 
traffic control measures will be introduced in 
Edinburgh in 2024 or beyond.  It is pretty clear 
that many of the heavy vehicles seen in the Old 
Town are passing through rather than heading 
for somewhere local.  Is this either necessary 
or appropriate in a historic area where many of 
the streets are narrow?  Might Edinburgh 
follow the example of Paris which, starting in 
spring 2024 is introducing a limited traffic 
zone which (with certain exemptions) will ban 
through traffic from most of the central 
arrondissements? 

North Bridge fully open? 

In the January 2023 newsletter we noted that 
the work on North Bridge was taking much 
longer than originally scheduled.  It is still 
ongoing.  The contractors, Balfour Beatty, will 
be giving an update to OTA members and 
friends (see the OTA Activities section below).  
Perhaps we will learn then whether completion 
in 2024 is a likely prospect. 

Brighter Christmas decorations (and 
other welcome changes) 

In the last January newsletter, after several 
years of commenting unfavourably on the 
standard of festive decorations in the Old 
Town, we noted that things were a bit better in 
2022 and hoped these improvements were the 
start of a trend for future years. 

It looks as though they could be. In 2023 the 
decorations on the Christmas trees on the 
Mound and in West Parliament Square were 
better than in recent years and there were 
plenty of other attractive trees including on the 
Bank of Scotland building on The Mound and 
in the National Museum (although the one in 
the Old College quad was less well decorated 
than in previous years).   

In 2022 the Norwegian gift tree on the Mound 
was fronted by an illuminated ‘Edinburgh’ 
sign which, tongue in cheek, we suggested was 
a useful aide memoire for selfie-takers who 
couldn’t remember where they were. In 2023 
that was replaced by an attractive 
representation of the Nativity set against the 
Old Town skyline.   

 
Photo: edinburgh-christmas.com]  

This is the work of sculptor Thomas 
Hildenbrand from Munich, one of Edinburgh’s 
twin cities. Archbishop Cushley of St Andrews 
and Edinburgh said: “We hope the Nativity 
will be welcomed, but more than that, we hope 
it will be recognised as a gesture from the 
people of one European city to another. The 
birth of Jesus was greeted by angels singing 
‘Peace on earth and goodwill to all!’.  As we 
look forward to Christmas, we can pray and 
work for that peace to be real in the world 
again.” 

In 2023 the illuminated ‘Edinburgh’ sign 
migrated from the Mound to one of the paths 
on the north side of East Princes Street 
Gardens, below the Scott Monument.  

 

An Edinburgh newspaper wrote a rather over-
excited piece saying that locals were baffled at 
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the ‘huge novelty sign’ appearing in the middle 
of a busy walkway.  In fact, the walkway is 
busy only in summer when people sit on this 
south-facing slope to get the sun.  In winter, it 
is seldom used.  The only bafflement is why 
the sign was put where it can hardly be seen!  
Where might it pop up in 2024? 

 

Sticking with the south side of Princes Street – 
outside the Old Town, but very visible from it 
– there is encouraging news to report about 
Waverley Mall.  As mentioned in the 
September 2023 newsletter, the ‘temporary’ 
bars, etc., on the roof of the mall were refused 
permission to continue in existence.  They 
have now been removed.  Although the roof of 
the mall is hardly a thing of beauty it does 
provide a ‘viewing platform to appreciate the 
juxtaposition of the outstanding design and 
character of Edinburgh’s Old and New 
Towns’ as planning officials wrote when 
recommending refusal of the appeal to allow 
the temporary structures to remain. 

 

There is a long history of efforts to preserve the 
open vistas in this area going back to the 1770s 
when individual citizens started a long legal 
campaign against the City Council to ensure 
they didn’t lose ‘advantages which they 

considered of the greatest value, viz, free air 
and an agreeable prospect’.  Preserving those 
advantages has always required vigilance, and 
continues to do so.   

Moving westwards from Waverley Mall to 
East Princes Street Gardens, at the time of 
writing ‘free air and an agreeable prospect’ 
have been lost, as happens for weeks every 
year, to the intrusive clutter of the Christmas 
market and rides.  It is only a small consolation 
that this no longer involves the churning up of 
the lower gardens and that in recent years the 
restoration of the gardens on the Scott 
Monument level has happened more quickly 
than it once did. 

Also in East Princes Street Gardens, but south 
of the railway (and so, strictly speaking, in the 
Old Town) there were some attractive 
illuminations including a carousel (left, above) 
and a unicorn (below) over the Christmas 
period.  

 

An earlier, permanent and long-awaited 
development was the opening at the end of 
September 2023 of new display space at the 
National Gallery.  The space has ten displays 
of what the Gallery describe as ‘key works 
from the nation’s historic Scottish art 
collection’.  These include various views of 
Edinburgh along a wall pierced by large 
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windows giving views of the city, including 
parts of the Old Town.  

 

An election?  

The latest possible date for the next UK 
Parliamentary election is 28 January 2025.  
The Prime Minister has reportedly spoken of 
2024 as an election year, so watch this space.  
This election, whenever it is held, will be the 
first at which Scottish voters will be required 
to show photo ID.  Photo ID will not be 
required for future Holyrood and City Council 
elections. Those are further away than the next 
UK Parliamentary election. Under the terms of 
the Scottish Elections (Reform) Act 2020 the 
next Holyrood election is likely to be on 7 May 
2026 and the next Scottish Council elections in 
2027. 

Secrets of the Census  

The census, which in the ordinary way would 
have taken place in 2021, was delayed in 
Scotland because of Covid until 20 March 
2022.  The first high level figures from the 
census were released in September 2023.  
These showed that the total population of 
Scotland was 5,436,600, a 2.7% growth since 
the 2011 census.  This was considerably lower 
than the 6.3% growth of population in England 
and Wales between the 2011 and 2021 
censuses.  However, Edinburgh bucked this 
trend. Its population was 512,700, a 7.6% 
increase since 2011.  Interestingly, only 16% 
of the Edinburgh population was aged 65 or 
over, the second lowest for any council area in 
Scotland after Glasgow (14%).  The highest 
was Argyll and Bute with 25%.  In its 
publication of the first slice of census data 
National Records of Scotland included an 
interesting comparison between 1921 and 

2022 which clearly showed a general trend for 
an ageing population.   

 
www.scotlandscensus.gov.uk/2022-results  

The fact that the 2022 census day fell within 
university term time will clearly have affected 
the age profile of Edinburgh and Glasgow.   

Further publications of data are due in spring 
and summer 2024, broken down, in census-
speak, to output areas – approximately 50 
households. This should allow trends in the 
Old Town to be identified.  It seems unlikely 
that the population here will have increased as 
it has across the city.  And the proportion of 
residents aged 65 and over is likely to be higher 
unless the various student housing complexes 
built in the area over the last decade skew the 
results. 

Stumps in the Old Town 

An unlikely prospect in such an urban area you 
might think.  But take a wide interpretation of 
the term there are quite a few stumps around, 
with interestingly different stories to tell. 

 

This sad example is in front of the Canongate 
Kirk, all that remains of a tree planted by 
Princess Margaret in 1947. The flowering 
cherry which her mother planted nearby on the 
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same day is still going strong.  In the spring its 
white blossom provides a nice contrast to the 
pink blossom on the trees which the Queen and 
Prince Philip planted either side of the Kirk 
gates a few years later. 

 

This stone stump is also in the Canongate 
kirkyard.  Its top (probably a cross) has been 
lost over time, perhaps with some human 
intervention.  But the truncated form has a sort 
of symbolic appropriateness.  The memorial 
was erected by Catherine Connor to the 
memory of her husband Michael Hooper who 
died in 1853 aged 35, her son Martin who died 
in 1879 aged 28 and her daughter Mary who 
died in infancy.  Three truncated lives and a 
reminder of how much shorter life expectancy 
was in the 19th century.  The family seem to 
have been brokers in the Cowgate – not the 
healthiest part of the city at that time. 

This metal stump is by a bus stop on South 
Bridge.  It once held a screen allowing real 
time tracking of Lothian buses.  Two of the 
four bus stops on South Bridge sport such 
stumps. The other two have new style tracker 
screens.  At the time of writing these show 
timetabled times rather than real ones (and 
buses have an annoying habit of disappearing 
off the screen minutes before they are 
timetabled to arrive).  Reportedly these are 
teething problems and in due course the 
screens should show actual times.  The screens 

also show all buses, not just Lothian ones, 
which is a welcome step forward. 

 

Here is another metal stump, this time at the 
eastern end of Chambers Street at the junction 
with South Bridge:   

 

This was a lamp-post, as can be seen in this 
historic image from 1930 (Canmore Image SC 
754420:   
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Back on South Bridge, at the junction with 
High Street, is the Tron Kirk.   

 

A stump?  Well sort of.  Built in the mid-17th 
century the kirk lost its south aisle and two of 
its five bays in 1785-87 when South Bridge 
and Hunter’s Square were built.  Since closing 
as a church in 1952 the Kirk’s future has been 
uncertain.  Currently its prospects seem 
brighter with the involvement of the Scottish 
Historic Buildings Trust which has a proven 
track record in finding new uses for 
challenging historic buildings, such as 
Riddle’s Court on the Lawnmarket. 

 

And finally, another architectural stump, 
Trinity Apse in Chalmers Close off Jeffrey 
Street.  This is all that survives of the Trinity 
College Church, founded by King James II’s 
queen, Mary of Gueldres in 1460.   It stood in 
the valley between the Old Town and Calton 
Hill.  In 1848 that site was acquired by the 
North British Railway and the church was 
carefully dismantled with the stones being 
numbered and deposited on Calton Hill 
pending the identification of a site where the 
church could be rebuilt.  That didn’t happen 
until 1872, by which time many of the stones 
had disappeared – at least some of them into 
rockeries in the gardens of newly built villas, 
or so rumour has it.  So what was re-erected in 
Chalmers Close was a severely truncated 
version of the original church.  Now under the 
control of the City Council and not generally 
open to the public the building looks very sad 
with rather too much buddleia in evidence.  
Let’s hope a new use can be found for it. 

 

All photographs in this newsletter are by Eric Drake and 
Rosemary Mann unless otherwise credited. 
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Places to Visit and Things to do 

Below is a list of current exhibitions at museums and galleries in the Old Town.  We recommend you 
check websites in case of closures at short notice.  

At the City Art Centre the current exhibitions are Deep Rooted, a group exhibition featuring work 
by eight contemporary artists (to 25 Feb); Shifting Vistas: 250 Years of Scottish Landscape is a 
selection of historic and contemporary artworks drawn from the Centre’s permanent collection of fine 
art (to Sun 2 Jun); and The Scottish Landscape Awards, a biennial event open to anyone over 16 
years born, living or studying in Scotland, and for works in any media (to Sun 3 Mar). 

The Museum of Edinburgh displays include Windrush Legacy, Creative Reflections (to 28 Jan); 
Past Meets Present: Recent Acquisitions Revealed a selection of treasures that have joined the 
collection in the past five years (to Mon 8 Apr). 

See www.edinburghmuseums.org.uk/whats-on for more information on these exhibitions and other 
events at these and the other galleries and museums run by the City Council. 

The new Scotland Galleries at the National Gallery of Scotland on the Mound are open and well 
worth a visit to see the new bright, spacious and accessible new home to works from pioneering 
Scottish artists such as William McTaggart, Anne Redpath, Phoebe Anna Traquair, Charles Rennie 
Mackintosh and the Glasgow Boys.  Exhibitions include The Printmaker's Art, Rembrandt to Rego 
at the RSA until Sun 25 Feb; and Making Space, Photographs of Architecture at the SNPG until 
Sun 3 Mar; not forgetting the annual outing of the Turner watercolours (to 31 Jan). 

Exhibitions at the National Museum of Scotland in Chambers Street are Uniquely Scottish Silver, 
a display of distinct Scottish silver designs: mazers, quaichs, thistle cups, ovoid urns and heart 
brooches; Rising Tide, contemporary responses to climate change and plastic waste by Indigenous 
Australian and Pacific Islander artists (to 14 Apr).  The next major exhibition is Wildlife 
Photographer of the Year showing exceptional images of fascinating animal behaviour, spectacular 
species and the breathtaking diversity of the natural world (from 20 January, charges apply). 

The Talbot Rice Gallery see https://www.trg.ed.ac.uk/ for exhibitions.  

The Dovecot Studios is hosting Monarchs of the Glen: From Whisky to Wes Anderson exploring 
images derived from this familiar and romantic image of the highlands (to 2 Mar), and Andy Warhol: 
The Textiles, the first exhibition in Scotland exclusively dedicated to the commercial textile designs 
of pop artist and icon Andy Warhol (to 18 May, charges apply).   

The National Library of Scotland exhibition Encountering Political Texts looks at pamphlets, 
proclamations, sermons, newspapers and books of periods of great political uncertainty in Scotland 
and England in the 17th and 18th centuries. For information about lectures and other events at the 
National Library, see https://www.nls.uk/events/ 

The Queen’s Gallery at the Palace of Holyroodhouse is closed until 2024. 

Lectures of the Old Edinburgh Club (oldedinburghclub.org.uk) are: 
17 Jan, Trinity Church – Medieval Edinburgh, by Lizzie Swarbrick 
14 Feb, The University of Edinburgh in the Eighteenth Century, by Alasdair Raffe 
13 Mar, Books and Borrowing: Edinburgh 1750-1830, by Karen Baston. 

All at 7:00 pm at the Augustine United Church, 41 George IV Bridge, and online. 

Lectures of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland (www.socantscot.org) are: 
11 Jan, The ethnological foundation of the Scottish Enlightenment, by Prof Tommy J Curry 
8 Feb, Mesolithic catastrophe: the impact of the Storegga Slide tsunami on the Mesolithic 
population of Britain, by Dr Clive Waddington 
7 Mar, Take the wife with you to see the lady footballers: The development of women’s 
football in Scotland, 1880-1939, by Prof Fiona Skillen. 

All at 6:00 pm at the Augustine United Church, 41 George IV Bridge, and online.  
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OTA Activities 

Our activities over the next few months are all in-person.  A selection of past talks is on the OTA 
YouTube channel: https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC9GOPJ3iS_InOZtuPqJQZrA 

Surgeons Hall Library. Tuesday 6 or Thursday 8 February, 2.00 pm.  An opportunity to have a 
‘backstage’ tour of Surgeon Hall’s fascinating archives.  The books held in the Archives are not 
generally available to the public and the building itself is worth a visit. Followed by an optional visit to 
the History of Surgery Museum (extra charge).  Members only.  Tickets £7, plus £4 for the Museum.  

Annual General Meeting. Tuesday 5 March, 2.30 pm, Geddes Room, Riddle’s Court, 322 
Lawnmarket.  Join fellow members to hear the reports of the last year, elect your committee for the 
coming year and raise any issues or concerns.  There will also be a short talk (speaker and topic to be 
announced).  Guests welcome.  Free, but please book so we know how many will be coming.   

North Bridge Repairs. Tuesday 19 March, 2.30 pm at the Council Offices, Waverley Court, East 
Market Street. Come and hear a representative of contractors Balfour Beatty talk about the lengthy 
repairs underway to North Bridge. After the talk, there might be a possibility for a site visit (weather 
and work dependent).  Members only.  Tickets £7.   

Visit to the City Archives. Monday 15 April, 10.00 am or 2.00 pm.  Due to demand for the visit in 
November, two more visits have been arranged.  Edinburgh City Archives holds records relating to 
the Edinburgh area and the people of Edinburgh.  Members only.  Tickets £7.   

You may apply for tickets on-line (email your requirements to info@eota.org.uk) or by 
post (form below).  Please do not ask for tickets for partners or friends for events that are 
for members only unless they are also members. 

 -------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

Ticket Booking Form 
To: OTA, ℅ The Cockburn Association, Trunk’s Close, 55 High Street, Edinburgh EH1 1SR 

Please send tickets for the following events: 

Surgeons Hall Library ...… tickets @ £7.00 £…… 
Surgeons Hall Library and Museum ...… tickets @ £11.00 £…… 
Please tick availability:   Tue 6  Thur 8  either (both 2.00 pm) 

AGM Tues 5 Mar, 2.30 pm ...… tickets free 

North Bridge Repairs Tues 19 Mar, 2.30 pm ...… tickets @ £7.00 £…… 

Visit to City Archives  ...… tickets @ £7.00 £…… 
Please tick availability:   10.00 am  2.00 pm   either (both Mon 15 Apr) 

 Total  £…… 

Please pay by bank transfer to Bank of Scotland, sort code 80-02-29, account number 00551475, 
informing info@eota.org.uk of the tickets required before you make the transfer, or by cheque 
payable to Old Town Association (please enclose a stamped self-addressed envelope) 

NAME(S): ................................................................................................................................................  

ADDRESS: ...............................................................................................................................................  

 ............................................... POSTCODE: ............................ TELEPHONE: ..............................................  

EMAIL: ....................................................................................................................................................  

If an event has to be cancelled or rearranged for any reason, we shall try to contact only those members whose email address 
or telephone number are on this form.  We rely on members applying for more than one ticket to inform those for whom the 
other tickets were intended to tell them of the cancellation or new arrangement. 


