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If the Tattoo seating being removed from the Castle Esplanade is a sure sign of the 
approach of autumn, then an equally sure sign that spring is finally with us is the 
appearance of the late-blooming daffodils on the north-facing slope below the 
Esplanade (above).  In this newsletter we look at some other manifestations of new 
growth in the Old Town both natural and unnatural.  We also reflect on the 
Association’s Annual General Meeting and, as usual, give information about 
forthcoming OTA events and suggestions for other things to see and do in and 
around the Old Town.   

Spring Has Sprung: Naturally 

This glorious flowering cherry in Gullan’s Close between Holyrood Road and the 
Canongate attracts East Asian selfie-takers on a bright spring day.  The “other” Bobby 
statue, inside Greyfriars Kirkyard, seems to admire the floral display surrounding him.   

  

  

A smaller but equally eye-catching display of bedding plants sits in John Duncan’s 
Witches’ Fountain on the Castle Esplanade. The West Port Community Garden 
despite its difficult steep, north-facing site shows splashes of spring colour.   
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The potted garden in James Court is showing 
colour and window boxes are looking fresh. 

 

Some of the Council planters in front of the Tron 
Kirk are bright with blossom and blooms, though 
others look very forlorn.   

Finally, in this round-up of nature in the Old 
Town, what at first sight looks like an artificially 
created image.  The crown spire of St Giles 
framed by Scots pines?  Surely not. It is in fact 

 

 

perfectly genuine: a shot taken from the roof 
terrace of the Museum of Scotland.   

Also perfectly genuine, I’m assured, is an 
overheard conversation between two tourists on 
this terrace taking in the view across the Firth to 
Fife.  The first asks the second “Is that land over 
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there France?”  The second, after some 
consideration says “No.  France is south of here 
and we’re looking north.  That must be Norway.” 

Spring Has Sprung: Unnaturally 

First of all, a different sort of spring bulb.  In a 
previous newsletter we looked at “stumps” 
around the Old Town including a sad looking 
metal column at the east end of Chambers 
Street.  This has now achieved new life and 
purpose as a rather elegant lamp post.   

 

Also very spring-appropriate is the new bright 
yellow colour scheme for the doors of the Hub, 
presumably chosen to match the International 
Festival branding. 

 

Just down from the Hub at the time of writing 
there is major work going on in the 
Lawnmarket.  New (or rather recycled) setts 
are being laid here and it looks as though care 
is being taken to lay them on a proper base so 
this work should be more durable than some 
previous re-laid setts.   

 

It was encouraging to hear from Councillor Jo 
Mowat at our AGM (of which more below) 
that the Transient Visitor Levy (generally 
known as the Tourist Tax) should allow more 
of this sort of work to be done. 

The relaying of the Lawnmarket setts is part of 
a wider project due to be completed in July 
2025.  The City Council is improving the 
roads, pavements and drainage between 
Castlehill and George IV Bridge, and Upper 
Bow.  Once the work is complete the Council 
plan to implement an Experimental Traffic 
Regulation Order (ETRO) restricting vehicles 
on the Lawnmarket and Castlehill between 
10.30am and 7.30pm, Monday to Saturday and 
12.30pm and 7.30pm, Sunday.  The Council 
argue that “The historic narrow pavements [in 
the Lawnmarket] mean that those walking and 
wheeling are regularly forced to use the road, 
which compromises safety and accessibility, as 
well as making the area uncomfortable to 
spend time in”.   

The work in and around the Lawnmarket is  
the first phase of a scheme to improve Old 
Town streets with the aim of “creating more 
space and improving conditions for people 
walking, wheeling and cycling; maintaining 
access for loading vehicles and those with blue 
badges; and enhancing public spaces whilst 
respecting the heritage of the World Heritage 
Site, supporting businesses and cultural 
activity”.   
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This notice does not come from the 
Lawnmarket but from another work site on the 
Royal Mile.  It is probably tactful not to specify 
exactly where.  It wasn’t clear where 
padestrians (sic) were being directed to walk. 

Tucked away off the lower High Street a 
substantial new build project is nearing 
completion.  The site lies north of the High 
Street, east of North Gray’s Close and south of 
Jeffrey Street.  At one time a tannery stood 
here but for many years the site was empty and 
unusable because it lacked viable access.  That 
problem was overcome around 2007 by 
creating a large access through one of the 19th 
century buildings on Jeffrey Street. 

 

But the 2008 banking crisis and its aftermath 
meant that nothing more happened for several 
years.  Now a hotel is being built on the site.  
This will incorporate the building on Jeffrey 
Street through which the access has been 
knocked.  Looking from the north only the top 
of the gable ends of the new build are visible 
above the existing Leonardo Hotel.  But 
looking from Paisley Close to the south the 
new building is extraordinarily dominant.  This 
is infill with a vengeance.   

 

Finally, on the subject of unnatural up-
springings, a quick excursion outside the Old 
Town (but to a location which visually impacts 
on our area).  Early in March 2025 Unique 
Assembly, the company behind Edinburgh’s 
Christmas Markets, submitted an application 
to the City of Edinburgh Council seeking 
approval to run the 46-foot Ferris wheel next 
to the Scott Monument for six months each 
year.  Currently, it is only permitted to operate 
for two months, from November 4 to January 
4.  The information sheet provided by the 
applicant suggested a significant shift from a 
public ride to a more corporate, intensive use 
with pods available for private promotion or 
exclusive events including VIP champagne 
receptions and other private activities.   

The proposal was widely criticised with the 
Cockburn Association saying that it 
represented a creeping increase in the levels of 
commodification and gentrification of a public 
asset, which was undesirable and 
unacceptable. 

On 24 March the City Council’s Cultural 
Convener, Councillor Val Walker, said that in 
view of the backlash the proposal would not 
proceed.  That is welcome.  But the Cockburn 
Association’s comment about the 
commodification of Princes Street Gardens 
remains valid.  As the Association says, the 
gardens are a public asset.  Surely their prime 
function should be as the city centre’s green 
lung, freely accessible to residents and visitors 
rather than a source of revenue.  It is sad but 
telling that public access to the part of West 
Princes Street Gardens south of the railway has 
been closed off for years, meaning that the 
daffodil display mentioned at the start of this 
newsletter can only be seen from a distance. 
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Have you spotted… 

… a different sort of up-springing, a new bus 
route through part of the Old Town?  Route 60 
is an hourly service running from Haymarket 
through Tollcross, Nicholson Square and the 
Pleasance to Holyrood Road.  It is operated by 
Midland Bluebird which advertises itself as 
Scotland’s largest independent bus company.  
They also run buses from Waverley Bridge to 
the airport.  Confusingly, buses with the 
Airport Express livery are often used on the 
number 60 route (and on a route the company 
operates through the New Town). 

Annual General Meeting 

The Old Town Association’s AGM was held 
on 25 March in the Crannie, the thriving 
community facility on Cranston Street.  Rosie 
Ellison of Film Edinburgh gave an interesting 
presentation about the work of her organisation 
and dropped fascinating hints about some 
major filming due to take place in the Old 
Town over the summer.  IT gremlins managed 
to delete most of the pictures from her 
PowerPoint presentation but here are a couple 
of the images she would have shown (Photos 
from Film Edinburgh). 

 

 

There was lively discussion about, among 
other things, the effects of tourism.  As already 
mentioned, Councillor Jo Mowat attended and 
she was able to provide helpful updates on a 
number of subjects. 

The meeting was told that the OTA’s finances 
are in good heart, enabling it, and its sister 
organisation, the Brownlee Old Town Trust, to 
make grants towards worthy causes.  These 
included supplying plants, tools and materials 
for the garden at the Royal Mile Primary 
School, who have provided us with images of 
making a bird box and (overleaf) admiring the 
bird box in situ.  
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The existing OTA committee (members listed 
in the Convener’s report) was reappointed.  As 
mentioned in the last newsletter, we can 
always do with new committee members.  The 
committee meets once a month and is 
business-like and friendly.  If you are 
interested in all aspects of life and work in the 
Old Town and might be interested in joining 
the committee please get in touch at 
info@eota.org.uk or by letter. 

 

 

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.  We recommend you 
check websites in case of closures at short notice.  

For the Edinburgh 900 programme of events, talks, tours and tales arranged for the celebration of 
the founding of Edinburgh in 1124 see https://edinburgh.org/900/event/ 

The Museum of Edinburgh displays include The Craft of Couture, a display exploring the work of 
fashion designer Victor Edelstein (to 1 Jun), and Nurture Through Nature with Children’s Books 
(from 1 May). At the City Art Centre the current exhibitions are Inked Up: Printmaking in Scotland 
(to 1 Jun) and John Bellany: A Life in Self-Portraiture (from 31 May).  The Writers’ Museum is 
showing Disrupting the Narrative in which four Edinburgh writers of colour explore the city’s 
pivotal role in transatlantic slavery and colonialism (to 23 Aug).  For more information on these 
exhibitions and other events at these and the other galleries and museums run by the City Council see 
www.edinburghmuseums.org.uk/whats-on. 

The summer exhibitions at the National Museum of Scotland in Chambers Street are Monkeys: Our 
Primate Family exploring the remarkable lives of our primate relatives and how they have adapted 
to survive in different habitats (from 28 June, charges apply) and Cold War Scotland (free). See 
https://www.nms.ac.uk/whats-on for other displays and events. 

The summer exhibition at The Scottish National Portrait Gallery is The World of King James VI and I 
which marks the 400-year anniversary of King James’s death (from 26 April, charges apply) 

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

The Dovecot Studios exhibition The Scottish Colourists runs to 28 Jun.  From 18 July the exhibition 
will be IKEA Magical Patterns celebrating 60 years of innovative textile design (charges apply).  The 
Dovecot Studios has opportunities for volunteering including wool-winding and assistance with back-
office admin, contact info@dovecotstudios.com if you are interested to know more.   

The National Library of Scotland summer exhibition is Dear Library, and exhibition championing 
the value of books and libraries to people's lives (from June).  For information about lectures and 
other events at the National Library, see https://www.nls.uk/events/ 

The current exhibition at The King’s Gallery at the Palace of Holyroodhouse is Royal Portraits: A 
Century of Photography (to 7 Sept, charges apply). 
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OTA Activities 

Our activities over the next few months are listed below.   

Darwin in Edinburgh, Wednesday 21 or Saturday 24 May, 2.30 pm.  In 1825 the 16-year-old Charles 
Darwin arrived in Edinburgh to study medicine.  This 60-minute walk takes in places that illuminate 
that short, but influential, time in Darwin’s life.  Tickets £7, numbers limited, but guests welcome.   

Summer Garden Party, Thursday 5 June, 2.00 pm.  A chance to enjoy drinks and nibbles with fellow 
members (and family and friends) in a private garden in the Old Town in Chessels Court, a quiet 
green enclave in the centre of Edinburgh.  Drinks and nibbles aplenty.  Tickets £10, guests welcome.   

Campaigning for Edinburgh: The Cockburn Association 1875-2049, Tuesday 24 June, 2.30 pm, 
The Crannie, Cranston Street.  This talk by Terry Levinthal, Director of the Cockburn Association, will 
look at 150 years of campaigning to preserve the beauty of Edinburgh.  Terry will map the changing 
ethos from large scale clearance to conservation and reuse, and will highlight current issues such as the 
impact of mass tourism and rampant commercial development. With a focus on the Old Town, he will 
ponder “what next?” for Edinburgh, a city whose architectural, landscape and historic qualities are so 
important, but which also create the conditions that “makes everything spoilable” as Lord Cockburn 
considered all those years ago (2049 is the bicentenary of Lord Cockburn’s letter on The Best Ways to 
Spoil the Beauties of Edinburgh).  Talk in person or online.  Tickets £7, guests welcome. 

You may apply for tickets on-line (email your requirements to info@eota.org.uk) or by 
post using the ticket form.   

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

 

Ticket Booking Form 

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

Please send tickets for the following events: 

Darwin Walk   Wed 21 May, 2.30 pm 
   Sat 24 May, 2.30 pm 
   either ...… tickets @ £7.00 £…… 

Summer Party Thurs 5 Jun, 2.00 pm ...… tickets @ £10.00 £…… 

Cockburn 150 Talk Tues 24 June, 2.30 pm ...… tickets @ £7.00 £…… 

 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. 


