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A Happy New Year to all our readers! 

Looking forward, looking back 

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.  
In this Newsletter we look back rather further than twelve months.  2026 marks the 
50th anniversary of the Old Town Association.  It is both fascinating and sobering 
to reflect on how much has changed in that half century but also how some issues 
that were of concern in 1976 are still with us.  Our January 2024 Newsletter included 
a thoughtfully reflective consideration of the OTA’s future by Barbara Logue, who 
was involved in the founding of the Association, served for ten years as our 
Convener and who is still on the OTA Committee.  In this Newsletter Barbara looks 
back on the early days of the Association and how we have come to where we are 
now.  Her piece provided a lead into an exercise in compare and contrast between 
the Old Town in 1976 and 2026. 

In the last Newsletter we included an illustration and quotation from a book 
published in 1908 called An Edinburgh Alphabet with verses by Evelyn Beale and 
illustrations by Winifred Christie.  In this Newsletter we include another extract 
from the book as a reminder that tourists have long been a feature of the Old Town 
scene although perhaps not in such numbers as we now experience. 

The photo essay in this Newsletter looks at some of the 2025 Old Town Christmas 
decorations.  We have been a bit sniffy about the Old Town Christmas decorations 
in earlier years which have often seemed poor relations of those in the New Town.  
In 2025 the show in the Old Town was much more respectable, particularly in 
contrast to a new feature of the New Town decorations: etiolated pink trees of 
indeterminate species.  Let’s hope these don’t end up migrating to the Old Town as 
has happened with earlier New Town decorations. 

The OTA 1976-2026 

The Edinburgh Old Town Association was established 50 years ago in 1976. It is an 
anniversary worth recognising and celebrating. 

As Secretary to the first OTA Committee I had to use a typewriter and Tippex, write 
letters and make personal phone calls – all time-consuming. Fortunately, the 
technology of communication has changed in the last 50 years and become more 
sophisticated. The use of a typewriter has become a laptop, emails have superseded 
letters, and mobile phones have taken the place of phones. The OTA now has its 
own Facebook page. 
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The Old Town Association has been fortunate 
in the calibre, experience and commitment of 
early Chairmen – soon to be re-named 
Conveners.  Professor James Dunbar-Nasmith 
steered the Association through its beginnings.  
He was followed by Christopher Fyfe, a 
lecturer in African History at Edinburgh 
University.  He was one of a group of people 
in the South Side of Edinburgh who fought 
successfully against the implementation of the 
Buchanan Report (now known as Traffic in 
Towns) which recommended drastic measures 
to ensure traffic flow in the South Side. Anja 
Amsel was a dynamic and successful 
Convener too. She had wide experience in and 
knowledge of local community and housing 
work. She lived in Chessels Court in the Old 
Town for many years. 

Over 50 years there have of course been many 
talented people who also served on the 
Committee – all as volunteers giving freely of 
their time and energy.  Mention must be made 
of a current Committee member who has 
fulfilled a number of roles in her many years of 
involvement with the OTA. Rosemary Mann 
has been Convener, Secretary and is currently 
Treasurer and Newsletter page-setter and 
photographer.  Her long connection with the 
Old Town makes her input at Committee 
meetings invaluable. As an aside, Christopher 
Fyfe and Rosemary used to live in 
neighbouring flats at the top of a spiral 
staircase in St Mary’s Street that took a lot of 
puff to climb!  It was through knowing Chris 
that Rosemary became involved in the OTA. 

At the beginning there were issues about the 
number of pubs in the Old Town. The feeling 
was that the balance of housing and pubs was 
out of kilter. The question of balance has been 
a constant over the years – the balance between 
local housing and AirBnB, the balance 
between food shops and tartan tat shops, and 
the balance between locals and tourists. The 
question of overtourism is not just for 
Edinburgh but for many European countries. 

More information on the early years and work 
of the Old Town Association is available on 
the website where there is an almost complete 
archive of Newsletters going back to the first 
issue in 1977.  

Barbara Logue 

The Old Town Then and Now 

1976 was an interesting but challenging time 
for an organisation like the Old Town 
Association to come into existence.  Scotland 
was entering a new era with the first North Sea 
oil having been brought ashore at the end of the 
previous year.  Edinburgh, too, was in 
transition.  Local government in Scotland had 
been reorganised in 1975 with the Edinburgh 
Corporation being replaced by two tiers of 
administration: Edinburgh District Council 
and Lothian Regional Council.  The system 
was reorganised again in 1995 with a return to 
single unitary authorities.  The Traffic in Town 
proposals mentioned in Barbara Logue’s piece 
were one of a series of grandiose schemes for 
traffic management going back to the post-war 
Abercrombie Report.  By the mid-1970s some 
of the more damaging ideas – such as the 
Eastern Link Road – had been dropped, but the 
planning blight remained.  The Eastern Link 
Road involved a six-lane motorway crossing 
the Old Town and would have required the 
demolition of the east side of St Mary’s Street 
and Jeffrey Street, a bridge for the Canongate 
and the creation of a huge interchange roughly 
where the Council’s Waverley Court offices 
now stand.   

 
Architectural model showing the proposal for an 
Eastern Link Road descending from Jeffrey Street to an 
interchange in the eastern Waverley Valley.  Image from 
Capital Collections. 

Fortunately, these sorts of destructive inner-
city road schemes now seem to be a thing of 
the past. 

Edinburgh was also in transition in the 1970s 
in terms of population.  In 1970 the population 
of the city was 459,00.  By the end of the 
decade it had fallen to 442,000.  Now the city’s 
population is around 525,000.  Refurbishment 
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of Victorian tenements (some previously 
blighted by road plans) and new-build housing 
led in the 1980s to an increase in the 
population. But recently the trend in the Old 
Town has been for reduction, at least in terms 
of its settled, resident population, much of it 
powered by the use of residential property for 
short-term lets. 

The reduction in the resident population of the 
Old Town over the last half century is starkly 
illustrated by the fact that there were three 
primary schools in the area in 1976 and now 
there is only one, the Royal Mile Primary 
School (which in 1976 was still known by its 
original name of Milton House School).  The 
schools which have closed since 1976 are 
South Bridge Primary on Infirmary Street, the 
buildings of which are currently being 
converted into a base for the Fringe (more on 
that below), and St Patrick’s RC Primary on 
Drummond Street, now converted to flats.  The 
process of school closure began before 1976.  
Two other primary schools in the Old Town, 
Castlehill and North Canongate, had already 
closed by then.  Castlehill ceased to operate as 
a primary school in 1951 when it was noted 
that “the flow of the population to outer 
districts” had led to a reduction in school rolls 
in the centre of the city.  The Castlehill 
building was used as a school of baking and 
catering until 1971 and was then converted 
into offices.  It now houses the Scotch Whisky 
Experience. The North Canongate School 
building facing East Market Street, after a spell 
as the Canongate Venture housing a variety of 
small business and workshops, is now a 
BrewDog hotel, restaurant and bar. 

The types of shops and services available on 
the streets of the Old Town in 1976 were 
drastically different from what we see today.  
Then there were seven banks, at least five 
bakers, several butchers, a couple of 
pawnbrokers, a fishmonger, the fondly 
remembered hardware store in Blair Street 
where one could buy loose nails and screws 
(Dunn’s), and the brush shop in Victoria Street 
which survived beyond the millennium.  All 
these shops catering to local needs have gone 
as have the department stores on North Bridge 
and South Bridge which served a much wider 
catchment area.  Of course, some of these 
changes are down to changes in shopping 
habits.  But they also reflect the reduction in 

the Old Town’s resident population and the 
area’s increasing touristification. The 
existence in 1976 of a shop in the Lawnmarket 
called the Tartan Gift Shop was a taste of 
things to come. 

 
The junction of the Canongate and St Mary’s Street in 
1972.  A baker on the corner and a butcher next door to 
it.  Can anyone remember what Munro and A Cochrane 
sold?  Image from 29 amazing pictures of Edinburgh's 
Royal Mile in the 1970s: Sean Connery, state visits and 
old gap sites 

There was substantially less tourist 
accommodation in the Old Town in 1976 than 
there is now.  Short-term lets were a thing of 
the future.  And the 1976 Edinburgh Yellow 
Pages list only one large hotel in the area: the 
Carlton on South Bridge.  What is now the 
Scotsman Hotel was still the home of the 
Scotsman Newspaper.  The hotels in the 
Grassmarket, Hunter Square and Holyrood 
Road all date from the 1990s.  One large 
college building and two substantial office 
blocks which existed in the Old Town in 1976 
were subsequently turned into or replaced by 
hotels.  The Mountbatten Building of Heriot-
Watt University in the Grassmarket became 
the Apex Hotel in 1994.  The 1963 office block 
on Jeffrey Street (described in an early edition 
of this newsletter as the second most ugly 
building in Edinburgh) became Jury’s Hotel in 
1998.  The Lothian Regional Council Offices 
on George IV Bridge, built in 1968, were 
demolished in 2009 and replaced by a 136-
bedroom hotel.  But for reasons discussed 
further below that has been closed since 2022. 

Perhaps the most visible addition to hotel 
provision in the Old Town since 1976 is the 
238-bedroom Radisson Blu (originally 
Scandic Crown) on the lower High Street.  In 
1976 where this hotel now stands there was a 
large gap site which remained until 1990 when 
the hotel opened in what the Building of 
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Scotland’s Edinburgh volume sniffily 
dismisses as “a huge system-built block 
dressed up in pseudo-historical finery”.   

 
The gap site on the south side of the lower High Street 
in 1976.  Image from 29 amazing pictures of Edinburgh's 
Royal Mile in the 1970s: Sean Connery, state visits and 
old gap sites, the Evening News. 

The 259-bedroom Ibis Hotel on South Bridge 
opened in 2014 in what was largely new-build 
created after the South Bridge-Cowgate fire of 
2002.  The 98-bedroom Market Street Hotel 
opened in 2019 in another new-build.  The 
222-bedroom Virgin Hotel, which opened in 
2022, is partly accommodated in existing 
buildings facing onto Victoria Street and new 
build in the Cowgate.  And the opening of 
hotels continues.  A new 125-bedroom hotel in 
Jeffrey Street with the curious name of NYX is 
due to start receiving guests this summer. 

Another notable change in the last 50 years is 
in the number of Edinburgh-based higher 
education students.  Edinburgh University had 
around 10,000 students in 1976.  By January 
2024 the number had risen to 49,485.  The 
three other Edinburgh-based universities have 
a combined total of around 27,000 students on 
their campuses in and around the city.  Not all 
of these students live in the Old Town, but 
quite a lot of them do and blocks of purpose-
built student housing have been a notable 
addition to the area over the last decade or so.  
These are mostly architecturally bland and 
while their occupants bring a welcome 
younger demographic their engagement with 
the local community tends to be limited. 

Looking back further still 

In the second half of 2025 the Collective 
Gallery on Calton Hill had an interesting 
exhibition featuring a reproduction of the 360-

degree view of Edinburgh created in 1788 by 
Irish artist Robert Barker who invented the 
word panorama to describe his work.  This 
detail shows the Old Town with the original 
North Bridge which was completed in 1772. 

 

Speaking of the North Bridge, the 1890s 
successor to the bridge shown in Barker’s 
panorama is finally emerging from the 
scaffolding which has shrouded it for several 
years.  And very fine it looks too. 

 
(Some) scaffolding coming down   

But another Old Town edifice which has been 
shrouded in scaffolding for years shows no 
signs of emerging any time soon.  In 2020 the 
hotel which replaced the Lothian Regional 
Council Offices on George IV Bridge (see 
above) was covered in plastic-wrapped 
scaffolding to allow “remedial work” to be 
carried out.  It was rumoured that Grenville 
Tower type cladding needed to be removed but 
this has never been confirmed. It was initially 
thought the work would take a few months. 
But it has dragged on, with long periods of 
inactivity and although at first the hotel 
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continued to operate it has been closed since 
2022.  The Ondine seafood restaurant which 
was on the ground floor of the building moved 
to St Andrews in 2024.  And the scaffolding 
must have contributed to the decision to close 
the Bank of Scotland also on the ground floor 
of this block.  That was the last remaining bank 
branch in the Old Town.  The latest word is that 
it will be “towards the end of” 2026 before the 
first sections of the scaffolding can be 
dismantled.  Meanwhile part of the 
carriageway is inaccessible with pedestrians 
syphoned through a narrow, claustrophobic 
tunnel under the scaffolding.  Edinburgh's 
council leader Jane Meagher has called all this 
a “blight” on the area, which is something of 
an understatement.  Fingers crossed that this 
year really does see this monstrosity start to be 
removed. 

Tourist, Thistle, Tartan 

Is the heading of the “T” page in the 1908 An 
Edinburgh Alphabet.  It is accompanied by this 
bit of verse: 

The Thistle and the Tartan greet 
The Tourists’ Eyes in Princes Street 
In Canongate each lad is willing 
For a bawbee (more for a shilling) 
To give the strangest information 
About the Town and Scottish nation 

 

Now it is some of the commercial guides who 
give the tourists the strangest information 
about the town and Scottish nation. 

A new home for the Fringe Society 

Work is well underway on adapting the former 
South Bridge Primary School on Infirmary 
Street to provide a new base for the Fringe 
Society as well as performing spaces and 
public facilities.  The Fringe Society has 
posted an interesting five-minute video 
showing work in progress and how they are 
uncovering historic features including tiling 
hidden under layers of paint and glass 
partitions which had been covered by 
plasterboard for 70 years.  To view the video 
search on YouTube for “The new Fringe 
Central”. 

 
Image: The Edinburgh Festival Fringe 

Christmas Decorations 

In 2025 the Nativity Scene crafted by 
Oberammergau-trained sculptor Thomas 
Hildenbrand, which includes a representation 
of Edinburgh Castle, returned to the Mound.  
The scene was given to the city in 2023 by 
donors including the council of Edinburgh’s 
twin city Munich and church groups in both 
Munich and Edinburgh. 
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As usual, The Mound also housed the large 
Christmas tree which is a gift from the people 
of western Norway to Edinburgh as a token of 
thankfulness and appreciation to the Scots for 
giving Norwegians a safe haven during the 
difficult years between 1940 and 1945.  An 
innovation this year was the placing of dummy 
parcels around the foot of the tree to hide the 
rather workaday stand in which the tree sits. 

 

 

The Christmas trees in the University’s Old 
College Quad and in the National Museum on 
Chambers Street were as fine in 2025 as they 
always are.  A notice by the Museum tree 
boasted of its sustainability: “Our natural tree 
is from a supplier in East Lothian, and the 
decorations are being reused from previous 
years”. 

 

The white trees in the High Street weren’t 
natural but were being reused from previous 
years and were still going strong. 
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The frequently changing decoration of the 
front of Brewhemia in Market Street took on a 
suitably festive them.  And further west along 
Market Street the giant metal thistle which is a 
permanent feature formed a nicely austere 
contrast to the Christmas decorations around 
the entrance to the Market Hotel. 

 

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.  

At the City Art Centre the current exhibitions are Unmasked: Exploring Scottish Portraiture (to 
31 May); Out of Chaos: Post-War Scottish Art 1945-2000 (to 8 Mar); and an exhibition of the work 
of Glasgow-born artist Michael Fullerton (to 1 Mar).  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 2026).  For more information on these exhibitions and other events 
at museums and galleries run by the City Council see www.edinburghmuseums.org.uk/whats-on. 

The Turners in January at the National Gallery of Scotland on The Mound need no introduction, 
but do try to catch the remarkable exhibition about the life and work of daredevil aerial photographer 
Alfred Buckham at the Scottish National portrait Gallery (to 19 Apr, free). 

The King’s Gallery at the Palace of Holyroodhouse has an exhibition of Drawings of the Italian 
Renaissance including works by Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo, Raphael and Titian (to 8 Mar, 
charges apply).  

From 31 Jan the main exhibition space at the National Museum of Scotland in Chambers Street will 
host Giants showing life-sized 3D sculptures of colossal prehistoric creatures (to 14 Sept, charges 
apply). The smaller gallery has Cold War Scotland (to 4 Oct, free). See https://www.nms.ac.uk/whats-
on for other displays and events. 

See https://www.trg.ed.ac.uk/ for information about current exhibitions at the Talbot Rice Gallery.  

IKEA Magical Patterns at Dovecot Studios is on until 17 Jan (charges apply), the balcony has an 
exhibition of work from members of the British Tapestry Group (to 14 Feb, free).  The next major 
Exhibition (from 6 Feb) is The Biba Story (to 27 Jun, charges apply). 

The National Library of Scotland exhibition is Dear Library, an exhibition championing the value 
of books and libraries to people’s lives (to 18 Apr, free).  For information about lectures and other 
events at the National Library, see https://www.nls.uk/events/ 

Recent stories on Threadinburgh include the ‘electric blanket’ fitted to The Mound in the 1960s 
and the commercial development of Edinburgh’s Hogamany. 



 

Lectures of the Old Edinburgh Club are monthly at Augustine United Church, 41 George IV Bridge 
and online).  Lectures start at 7.00 pm: 
Wed 21 Jan: Heriots at 400 by Hector McQueen. 
Wed 18 Feb: Edinburgh: Stonily Grey and Strange of Aspect by Roger Emerson. 
Wed 18 Mar: James Hutton by Ray Perman. 
Wed 15 Apr: presentation by Jean Guild Grants award winners. 

Lectures of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland are held in Augustine United Church, 41 George 
IV Bridge and online.  Lectures start at 6.00 pm: 
Thur 15 Jan, 6.00 pm: The Lost Royal Lodgings of Edinburgh Castle and the Birthplace of Britain 
by Peter Yeoman. 
Thur 12 Feb, 6.00 pm: “Sappho Was Right”: Gravestones and Afterlives by Dr Keava McMillan. 
Thur 12 Mar, 6.00 pm: At the Far End of Everything: A Likely Ahrensburgian Presence on Skye 
by Prof Karen Hardy. 
Thur 16 Apr, 6.00 pm: PALaEoScot: New Approaches to Scotland’s Oldest Archaeology by Prof 
Kate Britton 
And you can catch up on the 2025 Rhind lectures by Dr Simon Taylor on Scotland's Place-Names 
on the Society’s YouTube channel. 

 
OTA Activities 

Our activities over the next few months are listed below.   

Printing in Scotland, Saturday 14 February, 2.30 pm.  Tour in the National Museum of Scotland of 
items relating to printing in Scotland with particular reference to printing in and around Edinburgh.  
The tour will be presented by Norman Dovey, a former NMS guide who has a lifetime of working in 
printing.  In-person only, tickets £7, guests welcome.   

St Andrew’s Square, Wednesday 4 March, 2.30 pm The Crannie.  Illustrated talk by art historian 
Dr Patricia Andrew on the history of St Andrew’s Square, the first part of the New Town to be built.  
Please note that for reasons of copyright, this talk will be neither live-streamed nor recorded.  
In-person only, tickets £7, guests welcome.   

AGM at The Magdalen Chapel, Thursday 19 March, 2.30 pm, The Magdalen Chapel, Cowgate.  
Join fellow members at the Annual General Meeting to hear the reports of the last year, elect your 
committee for the coming year and raise any issues or concerns.  The formal business will be followed 
by a talk by James Simpson about the past, present, and future of the Magdalen Chapel.  Guests 
welcome.  Free, but please book so we know how many will be coming.   

Call for Nominations. The Committee of the Old Town Association holds monthly hybrid meetings 
(in-person and online). One can get a good idea of the wide range of topics covered by this 
businesslike and friendly committee if you are a regular reader of the Newsletter. 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. Contact us also if you would like an advance copy 
of the annual accounts (available on our website) or a copy of the Association’s constitution (also on 
our website). 

The Zeppelin Raid of 1916, Friday 10 April, 2.30 pm, The Crannie.  On Sunday 2 April 1916, 
Edinburgh suffered an air raid inflicted by a German Zeppelin.  In this talk, which marks the 100th 
anniversary of this event, OTA covener Eric Drake will describe the raid, its impact and its aftermath.  
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.   


