
Edinburgh Old Town Association · Scottish Charity No SC009217 
℅ The Cockburn Association, Trunk’s Close, 55 High Street, Edinburgh EH1 1SR 

 

Edinburgh Old Town Association 

Newsletter 
 
 
 

September 2024  

Tattoo seating being removed from the Castle Esplanade (above) is as sure a sign of 
the approach of autumn as the leaves turning on trees in Princes Street Gardens.  
This is a good time to reflect on a summer where issues to do with tourism have 
been high on the agenda not only in Edinburgh but many other places around the 
world.  As well as that, this newsletter looks at some new sights around the Old 
Town which have caught our eye, tuts about some enduring Old Town eyesores and 
looks at two anniversaries: Edinburgh’s 900th and the Old Town Association’s 
impending 50th.  Could the latter be a spur for us to increase our membership?   

This summer’s buzz word: overtourism 

The United Nations World Tourism Organization (who knew there was such a 
thing?) has defined overtourism as “the impact of tourism on a destination, or parts 
thereof, that excessively influences perceived quality of life of citizens and/or 
quality of visitors’ experiences in a negative way”.  It is a term which has been heard 
a lot this summer with Barcelona residents parading with “tourists go home, you are 
not welcome” placards and squirting water pistols at visitors to reinforce the 
message; Kyoto banning tourists from parts of the historic geisha district and reports 
from many other places around the world of concern about the impact of tourism 
and steps being taken to mitigate it. 

Edinburgh may not be at the point of water pistoling tourists or banning them from 
parts of the city.  But there are certainly times when it is hard to dispute that the Old 
Town experiences overtourism as defined by the UNWTO.  We can all enjoy the 
buzz of the summer festivals and this year they were particularly buzzy with the 
Book Festival settling happily into its new Quarter Mile home just outside the Old 
Town.  And we can accept that during August the pedestrian section of the High 
Street becomes a no-go-zone in terms of actually getting from A to B.  But this 
summer there were times when the crush on the pavements on South Bridge was 
positively dangerous, particularly for anybody with mobility issues. 

Another aspect of overtourism which is felt in the Old Town is the loss of residential 
accommodation to short term lets.  We have reported in previous newsletters on the 
introduction of licensing for short term lets with the aim of combatting this problem.  
The licensing requirement is now in force.  Of course, the new regime will only be 
effective if action is taken against any unlicensed short term lets which continue to 
operate.  The Council have sent out letters to some addresses in the Old Town saying 
that “Enforcement Officers are conducting an exercise to identify properties that are 
operating as unlicensed short term lets.  This property is suspected as operating as 
an unlicensed short term let”.  But it seems that rather than targeting properties 
where there are genuine grounds for suspicion the letters have been sent out randomly,  
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including to the offices of a conservation 
charity which has been vocal in expressing 
concern about the impact of short term lets.  A 
cynic might wonder just how effective the 
exercise by Enforcement Officers will be. 

One way that many places around the world 
choose to manage the impact of tourism is to 
impose a charge on visitors, what is widely 
referred to as a tourist tax.  Edinburgh is to 
become the first city in the UK to follow this 
trend although the charge that is to be 
introduced is officially labelled a Transient 
Visitor Levy. 

On 22 August 2024, members of the City of 
Edinburgh Council’s Policy and Sustainability 
Committee agreed core elements of a draft 
Visitor Levy scheme. The draft scheme 
proposes a 5% levy on accommodation costs 
which is expected to raise £40-50 million a 
year by 2028/29.  To quote the Council 
“revenue generated will be reinvested directly 
into initiatives that benefit residents and 
enhance visitor experiences, such as a Well 
Kept City Fund, affordable housing, city 
infrastructure, destination marketing and 
support for major events and festivals.”. 

Between September and December 2024 the 
Council will consult residents and businesses 
on the draft scheme. Councillors will be asked 
to approve a final Visitor Levy scheme in 
January 2025 with the intention that the 
scheme will be in operation by summer 2026.  
Watch this space. 

New Things 

First off, a cheerful new presence in the 
pedestrianised section of the High Street: an 
Oor Wullie style bucket-sitter, only this is Oor 
Tom, a tribute to fondly remembered charity 
fund raiser Tom Gilzean.  Tom, a former bus 
driver who served in the Royal Engineers in 
WW2, was on the street, day in, day out in 
tartan trews and medals, shaking a collection 
tin.  He raised over £1 million for charities 
including the Edinburgh Children’s Hospital 
Charity and Erskine Care Homes for veterans 
before he died in 2019, aged 99.  The statue is 
placed outside Gordon’s Trattoria where Tom 
regularly lunched.  Planning permission has 
been granted for it to remain in place until 2027 
but supporters hope it can become a permanent 
fixture. 

 

The artist responsible for the Oor Tom statue 
is Edinburgh-based Chris Rutterford.  Another 
of his works, this time a mural, has appeared 
further east in the Old Town, on Slater’s Steps 
which link Holyrood Road and Bakehouse 
Close.  The mural (above right) shows the 
legendary encounter between King David I of 
Scotland and a stag.  An accompanying panel 
explains that the encounter happened when the 
king went hunting on Holy Cross Day.  That falls 
on 14 September (deer hunting is autumnal) so 
it is slightly surprising that bluebells and other 
spring flowers feature so prominently in the 
mural.  But let’s not quibble.   
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The mural enlivens a characterless space.  And 
its appearance coincides neatly with what is 
probably the 900th anniversary of King 
David’s granting of Royal Burgh status to 
Edinburgh (of which more below). 

Other new murals have appeared in Hasties 
Close off the Cowgate, just to the west of 
South Bridge.  These are by Shona Hardie.  
The murals (below left) namecheck businesses 
in the Close and the artist has said that she 
“wanted a feeling of energy, movement and a 
little disruption as a positive definition of a 
Scottish stramash. Also to represent the music, 
community and spirit of the three venues the 
close leads on to! … There’s a few more 
hidden meanings and secrets from my days 
back when I first discovered clubbing down 
that wee close”.    

Fountain Close off the lower part of the High 
Street has acquired brightly coloured lighting 
courtesy of Edinburgh World Heritage’s 
Twelve Closes Project.  Shame about the 
graffiti.   

 

Over the summer the Old College Quad of 
Edinburgh University has been home to a huge 
artwork called TSIATSIA—Searching for 
Connection (2013).   

 

This is by Ghanaian Artist El Anatsui and 
formed part of an exhibition of his work hosted 
by the Talbot Rice Gallery between 29 June 
and 29 September. The work was created by 
stitching together thousands of pieces of 
reused aluminium, largely bottle tops. 

And finally, an eye-catching (and brief) 
transformation of Parliament Square into an 
olde worlde market.   
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This was for filming of a Netflix version of 
Frankenstein.  Filming also took place in 
Wardrop’s Court (where a scary giant gallows 
appeared) and in Bakehouse Close and the 
Canongate. 

 

Old Eyesores 

 

This picture shows two: a redundant and 
sticker-bedaubed phone box and the 
scaffolding shrouded G & V Hotel on George 
IV Bridge.  Dealing first with the hotel, the 
scaffolding, which also extends around on to 
Victoria Terrace and the Lawnmarket, has 

been in place for something like five years 
while, reportedly, refurbishment work is 
carried out.  This on a building dating from 
2009.  For long periods no activity has been 
apparent.  Meanwhile part of the carriageway 
is closed off and pedestrian access is severely 
impeded.  The City Council at its meeting on 
29 August approved a motion proposed by 
Council leader Cammie Day that officials 
should make “… an urgent report to the 
Transport and Environment Committee, on the 
shortest timescale possible, to return the 
footpath and road network back into proper 
usage. … the report to include what actions 
have been taken, what penalties have been 
applied and a timeline for the full 
reinstatement of road and footpaths to the 
city”.  Another space to watch. 

Turning to redundant phone boxes, there are a 
number of the old-style red boxes around the 
Old Town streets.  At one time it was common 
to see tourists – particularly Italians for some 
reason – having their photos taken pretending 
to make a call from one of the boxes.  That 
seems to happen less now, unsurprisingly as 
the boxes have become more and more run 
down and uninviting.   

 

One has been rather tackily converted to 
include a cash machine.  There is the prospect 
of another box finding a happier new use. The 
Cockburn Association has made a planning 
application, using the Adopt-a-Kiosk 
programme, to repair and refurbish a K6 Kiosk 
near Chalmers Close in the lower High Street 
for use as an informal information and heritage 
hub.  At the time of writing the application was 
awaiting assessment by the Planning 
Department. 



5 

Unless other similarly suitable new uses can be 
found for other redundant boxes around the 
Old Town perhaps the time has come for them 
to be honourably retired from the streets? 

Edinburgh’s 900th anniversary 

David I created Scotland’s first Royal Burghs 
in 1124. Berwick and Roxburgh are known to 
have been given Royal Burgh status in 1124. 
The founding charter for Edinburgh doesn’t 
survive but in an 1127 document David 
referred to “my burgh of Edinburgh”.  So there 
is a good chance that Edinburgh was also one 
of the original Royal Burghs. Given this, the 
city will mark its 900th anniversary between 
August 2024 and July 2025.  There are 
currently “Edinburgh 900” sleeves around the 
anti-pavement parking bollards in the Old 
Town (pale coloured and therefore less 
effective in stopping inattentive pedestrians 
bumping into the bollards than the bright 
Fringe-branded sleeves of last summer).   

 

There will be a series of events and activities 
telling the story of the city through the prism 
of ten themes: David, faith, commerce, 
industry, conflict, finance, ideas, leisure, 
celebration and diversity. 

The OTA’s upcoming 50th anniversary 

Members with long memories may recall that 
back in 1996 the Old Town Association funded 
a public bench to mark its 20th anniversary.  
The bench is still giving good service against 
the east end of St Giles, although a fresh coat 
of varnish wouldn’t go amiss.  

 

 

We are now less than two years away from the 
Association’s 50th anniversary.  How should 
we mark that milestone?  If we were to go for 
another bench Council policy now requires 
that it would be a black galvanised metal one.  
These cost £2,525, probably not a sensible 
expenditure of Association funds.  It would be 
good to get Members’ views on what we might 
do instead. 

One good way of celebrating the Association’s 
50th birthday would be with a boost in 
membership.  With that in mind, there are a 
couple of membership leaflets enclosed with 
this newsletter which we would ask you to pass 
on to family or friends with encouragement to 
join up.  We are happy to supply more copies 
of the leaflet if you need them! 

 

 

 

 

 
All photographs in this newsletter are by Eric Drake and 
Rosemary Mann unless otherwise credited. 



 

Places to Visit and Things to do 

Below is a list of current exhibitions at museums and galleries in the Old Town and some other things 
to see and do.  We recommend you check websites in case of closures or changes at short notice.  

Doors Open Days.  See https://www.doorsopendays.org.uk/ for information about Doors Open Days 
in Scotland.  DOD in Edinburgh takes place on Saturday 28 & Sunday 29 September.  Venues in the 
Old Town that are open include Abbey Strand (Sun, 10:00-15:00), Panmure House (Sat & Sun, 10:00-
15:00), Edinburgh Futures Institute (Sat & Sun, 10:00-16:00), Advocates’ Library (Sat, 10:00-15:15), 
Supreme Courts (Sat, 10:00-16:00), French Institute (Sat, 10:00-16:00), Magdalen Chapel (Sat, 
10:00-16:00), and Riddle’s Court (Sun, 11:00-16:00).  

Edinburgh 900.  Edinburgh received its royal charter from King David I in 1124. A programme of 
events, talks, tours and tales has been arranged.  See https://edinburgh.org/900/event/ for details of 
all events.  St Giles Cathedral (the High Kirk of St Giles) is also celebrating its 900th anniversary.  
Details on the Kirk’s website https://www.stgilescathedral.org.uk/900. 

At the City Art Centre the current exhibition is Adam Bruce Thomson: The Quiet Path (until Sun 
6 Oct), the following exhibitions are Inked Up: Printmaking in Scotland (Sat 14 Sep to Sun 1 Jun) 
and Through Line, contemporary art and craft practice in Scotland (Sat 9 Nov to Sun 2 Mar).  The 
Museum of Edinburgh displays include Edinburgh Rising from the Ashes: 200 Years of the Scottish 
Fire Service (to Sun 17 Nov). See www.edinburghmuseums.org.uk/whats-on for more information on 
events at these and the other galleries and museums run by the City Council.  

Exhibitions at the National Museum of Scotland in Chambers Street include Game On, an 
interactive display of the history and culture of video games (to 3 Nov, charges apply) and Cold War 
Scotland (to 26 Jan 2025). 

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

The Dovecot Studios is hosting Chris Ofili: The Caged Bird's Song, showing how Chris Ofili’s 
watercolour design is transformed into a large tapestry that took Dovecot’s master weavers over three 
years to create. (to 5 Oct, charges apply).  

The National Library of Scotland’s current exhibition is Renaissance: Scotland and Europe 1480 
to 1630 (to 1 Apr 2025).  For information about lectures and other events at the National Library, see 
https://www.nls.uk/events/  

The King’s Gallery exhibition is Style and Society: Dressing the Georgians (to Sun 22 Sep, charges 
apply). There is no information yet about any future exhibitions. 

Old Edinburgh Club autumn lectures are: 
16 Oct, Andy Arthur, ‘Tunnel Vision: How the railways dug their way into the Victorian city’. 
13 Nov, Aaron Sheridan, ‘Shifts, realignments and continuities in Edinburgh housing schemes’. 
11 Dec, Members’ evening: ‘A Councillor, a Merchant, a Lord Provost and an MP’ (Pat Jones); 
‘Leith and the maritime trade’ (Alison Moodie) ‘The history of the Scottish Military and Naval 
Academy’ (Rosslyn MacPhail). 

Society of Antiquaries of Scotland October lecture is: 
3 Oct, Dr Susanna Harris, Fragile treasures: textiles of the Galloway Hoard. 
See https://fellows.socantscot.org/events/ for information about the rest of the 2024-25 lecture programme. 

Architectural Heritage Society of Scotland December lecture is: 
9 Dec, Simon Laird, The New Town of Edinburgh and Other Stories. 
See https://www.ahss.org.uk/ for how to book and information about the rest of the 2024-25 lecture 
programme. 


