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Change...

... has often been a theme in these newsletters. This is unsurprising. As that prolific
author Anonymous wrote, “times change and we change with them”. Actually, he
(or she) wrote it in Latin: tempora mutantur, et nos mutamur in illis. The Old Town
has seen its fair share of change over the years, hence the almost hackneyed
observation that most buildings here are newer than most buildings in the New
Town. In the last newsletter, in looking at some of the changes that have happened
since the Old Town Association was established 50 years ago, we mentioned the
demise of shops serving local needs such as Dunn’s hardware store on Blair Street.
That prompted a member to share memories of how Dunn’s was one of several shops
in the Old Town patronised by model makers in the 1970s (see “Before TV took
hold” below). In this newsletter we look at some more recent and forthcoming
changes around the Old Town. Our photo essay looks at a visual side-product of
changes in communication habits: the various repurposed or redundant phone boxes
on our streets. We also consider a wheelchair user’s assessment of the accessibility
of the Old Town, and Edinburgh’s
appearance in another of those online
“The ten most ...” listings.

Some new greenery

Historic Environment Scotland has
recently revived the strip of garden
alongside the Castle Wynd steps. It is
based on a drought-tolerant, naturalistic,
low-maintenance design intended to bring
year-round interest and a nod to
Scotland’s natural landscapes. Pausing to
admire the new planting will now be a
useful excuse to take a breather on S
climbing this flight of steps which =

somehow always seems to be just a bit =
longer than expected.

A new pub name

The pub near the foot of the Canongate, once Jenny Ha’s, more recently The
Kilderkin, has become the Parliament Arms. The change of name went along with
some changes to the premises and the Old Town Association’s committee looked at
the planning application relating to those changes, as we do all applications in our
area. We decided there was nothing on which we needed to comment.
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But we did raise a collective eyebrow at the
apparent intention to incorporate in its signage
the portcullis logo of the Westminster
Parliament rather than the saltire logo of the
Scottish Parliament which is just across the
road from the pub. So far, the external
changes to the pub don’t incorporate the wrong
logo. But the hanging sign looks temporary.
Watch this space!

Changes at the Parliament?

At the time of writing elections to the Scottish
Parliament are looming. The Old Town falls
within the Edinburgh Central constituency, the
boundaries of which have been changed since
the last elections to the Parliament. Broadly
speaking, the focus of the constituency has
shifted south with Stockbridge being removed
from it and Marchmont and parts of the Grange
added. We will give details of our new
constituency and list MSPs in the next
newsletter.

Changes at the Former Armenian
Restaurant?

On the edge of the Old Town is an intriguing
structure which, like the Caledonian Hotel,
looks as though it has strayed from Glasgow in
that it is built of the red sandstone which is
more typical of the Dear Green Place than
Auld Reekie. It began life in 1896 as a police
station. In 1979 it became the home of the
Aghtamar Lake Van Monastery in Exile
Armenian Restaurant, an establishment of
legendary eccentricity. The restaurant only
ever operated intermittently and closed
altogether in 2011.




Now plans have been submitted to convert the
building into a six-bedroom holiday rental
featuring a sauna, hot tub, and library. As
readers will know, the Old Town Association
is generally opposed to the proliferation of
short-term lets in the area. But in this case we
see no grounds for objecting as the property
has never been in ordinary residential use and
is really not suitable for such use being wedged
between a busy road and the East Coast
mainline railway. Let’s hope prospective
guests are train lovers!

Old and New Fringe Society Bases

Work on transforming the former school in
Infirmary Street into a new base for the Fringe
Society is near completion and the Association
is pleased to have arranged a visit to allow
members to see what has been done (details
below). Meanwhile the Fringe’s former base
in Old Assembly Close is being transformed
into The Pend, a new arts and coworking space
hosting international and local artists. The
space is set to open on May 15.

Changes in the closes: a 1908 view

The current changes in Old Assembly Close
fall into a long tradition. The 1908 Edinburgh
Alphabet we have featured in recent
newsletters uses the letter C to reflect on such
changes:
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Where once the Scottish Kings did pass
The little ragged lad and lass

Now sprawl and romp and shout
Narrow the Close and winding Stair;
That hoops and farthingales passed there
The sceptical may doubt!

Yet pass they did in silks so fine

When once Court Ladies came to dine,
To stately Dance, or Rout.

Now it is likely to be hen and stag parties that
sprawl and romp and shout rather than little
ragged lads and lasses! And the central figure
in the 1908 image just might be a drag artiste
in a Fringe performance.

Changes at The Hub & Mercat Cross

In the April 2025 Newsletter we noted the new
bright yellow colour scheme for the doors of
the International Festival’s Hub HQ,
presumably chosen to match the Festival’s
branding. The doors have now reverted to a
more traditional red with the ironwork picked
out in gold.

And alongside the doors has appeared a very
appropriate blue plaque to Festival founder
Rudolf Bing, erected by the Association of
Jewish Refugees.

Another newish memorial can be found on the
south side of the Mercat Cross near St Giles.
This is to Alexei Navalny, the Russian
opposition leader who died in mysterious
circumstances in custody in 2024. This is
obviously unofficial and looked as though it
might disappear at any time but it has now been
there for some months and hearteningly the

flowers seem to be regularly renewed.
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Navalny’s widow Yulia made a memorable
appearance at the Edinburgh Book Festival in
2025.

Changes at Hunter Square?

At a meeting in January Councillors agreed
plans for the allocation of the first wave of
funds arising from the tourist tax, or Transient
Visitor Levy to give it its Sunday name. The
plans include cleaning darkened closes, fixing
cobbled streets and a potential £3 million
revamp of Hunter Square. The area has long
been rundown and had a reputation as a hotspot
for drug taking and anti-social behaviour. The
Scottish Historic Buildings Trust, which
manages the Tron Kirk alongside Hunter
Square, has reportedly expressed an interest in
working with the council on the
redevelopment. This is good news.

Before TV Took Hold

Our mention of Dunn’s hardware shop in the
last newsletter prompted a member to send us
some fascinating reminiscences of, as he put it,
“how some of us passed our time before TV
took hold”.

Coming from an engineering family, in his
teens he graduated from Meccano to “proper”
metal working, making many trips to Dunn’s
for material. He was once shown into their rear
stockroom: “a veritable Aladdin’s cave of
items; how they did their annual stocktaking
was a miracle”. Other shops with model
engineering links were Ferrier & Alston on
George IV Bridge, specialist stockists of high-
quality wood- and metal-working hand tools,
and the Model Shop, in a terrace of small
premises on the Chambers Street site now
occupied by the Museum of Scotland.
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The British Newspaper Archive allows us
glimpses of these business through ads in 7he
Scotsman. Meccano sets from the Model Shop
figured in a 1966 listing of Christmas gifts
ideas “For Him” which was very much of its
time!
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The Model Shop was a going concern then but
on 15 March 1980 there was an advertisement
for “Bankruptcy sale of Model Shop”. On 8
June 1973 Ferrier & Alston was advertised for
sale as a going concern. In January 1988 there

was a death notice for the former managing
director of the company.

A Wheelchair User’s Perspective

Earlier this year The Independent newspaper
published an interesting piece by Carrie-Anne
Lightly on “How to explore Edinburgh as a
wheelchair user”. She noted that “The Old
Town is what many tourists picture before
visiting Edinburgh, and at its heart is the Royal
Mile, which ... is steep in places, the surfaces
are mixed, with cobbles and some narrow
pavements, and crowds can close in fast during
busy seasons”. She explained that at the top of
the Royal Mile the Castle operates a mobility
vehicle service that can take disabled visitors
to the higher points. Once inside, although not
every building is step-free, staff can guide
visitors to lifts or alternative routes to reach
attractions such as the Honours of Scotland.
Moving to the other end of the Royal Mile, she
praised the Scottish Parliament for being
“modern and open with wide walkways and
lifts to all public floors ... the whole place feels
intentionally designed to welcome the public,
including disabled visitors”. She also
commended the National Museum of Scotland
for its level access entrances, lifts to every
floor, accessible toilets on most levels and a



Changing Places toilet in the entrance hall: “a
calming place to take a break from the Old
Town’s intensity, plus it’s free to enter and
easy to pace yourself”. So, all in all, an
encouragingly positive assessment.

The World’s Most Tourist Dense Cities

That Edinburgh appears among the top ten on
this list in a survey put out online in March is
no surprise. That it appeared as number 9 with
Reykjavik as number 2 is more unexpected.
And looking at the methodology employed
raises questions about how meaningful the
findings are.  The survey by Discover
Cars.com compared the number of
international visitors to a city in 2025 with the
population of that city to reach a figure for the
number of visitors per inhabitant. So, for
Edinburgh the figure was 1,714 visitors per
100 locals based on 8.4 million visitors to a
city with a population of 490,000. For
Reykjavik the figure was 5,286 visitors per 100
locals based on 7.4 million visitors to a city
with a population of 140,000. As an aside, the
population figure used for Edinburgh was out
of date: the latest estimate is around 530,000.

More to the point, does comparing visitor
numbers to the population of the whole city
have any real meaning? How many foreign
tourists make it to, say, Liberton or Pilton? A
more meaningful comparison would be with
the population of the City Centre Ward,
covering the Old and New Towns, which is
28,000. The figures for Venice (third on the
list) are equally dubious: 4,240 international
visitors for every 100 locals based on a
population of 250,000 and 10.6 million tourists
in 2025. Almost all of those tourists will have
been concentrated in the centro storico which
has a population of less than 50,000. The old
saying about lies and statistics springs to mind.

Telephone Kiosks in the Old Town

In the days before the mobile phone, public
telephones were an important part of the
nation’s infrastructure. Public telephones in
public spaces were housed in kiosks, and there
were many in the streets of the Old Town.
Most of these are of the traditional, red-painted
cast-iron type, a style known as the K6 kiosk,
based on a design by architect Giles Gilbert
Scott, such as this one in the Grassmarket:
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Giles Gilbert Scott based his design for public
telephone boxes on the tomb of architect Sir
John Soane in the graveyard of St Pancras

Later styles of telephone kiosk, designed to be
more user-friendly, easier to clean, and
cheaper to maintain, were not as appealing, nor
as visible, such as this KX100 in Chambers
Street (overleaf). This one is accompanied by
other street furniture: post box, streetlight and
parking pay point.



A few K6 kiosks with payphones still exist, but
most kiosks in the Old Town are either
redundant or have been repurposed. Ironically,
in this pair in the Lawnmarket, the tatty kiosk
is the one still in use; the smart one bears
advertising promoting the kiosk as a place for
advertising.

This kiosk in the High Street (top right) is used
to house a cash dispenser, helpfully close to a
bureau de change.

One in the Lawnmarket (centre right)
advertises a ticket sales point in the adjacent
repurposed Police box.

Let’s hope new uses can be found for others
that are available such as this pair outside the
National Library of Scotland (lower right).
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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.

City Art Centre exhibitions include Unmasked: Exploring Scottish Portraiture, featuring portraits
in painting, drawing, sculpture, printmaking and photography from the City Art Centre’s permanent
collection (to 31 May), Jean F. Watson: An Artistic Legacy, looking at the artworks purchased with
donations from one Edinburgh resident (16 May to 4 Oct), and Study for North Bridge, a moving
image commission from artists Rachel McBrinn and Jonathan Webb which responds to Edinburgh’s
North Bridge (18 Jul to 13 Sept).

The Museum of Edinburgh exhibition Reviving the Trinity Stones tells the story of the Trinity
Collegiate Church, who built it, what it was used for, why it came to be demolished and where it was
rebuilt. (9 May to 28 Jun).

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 museums and galleries run by the City
Council see www.edinburghmuseums.org.uk/whats-on.

The summer exhibition at The King’s Gallery at the Palace of Holyroodhouse is The Edwardians,
Age of Elegance, which explores the opulence and glamour of the Edwardian age through the lives
and tastes of two of Britain’s most fashionable royal couples: King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra,
and King George V and Queen Mary (24 Apr to 6 Dec, charges apply).

The main exhibition at the National Museum of Scotland in Chambers Street is Giants showing
life-sized 3D sculptures of colossal prehistoric creatures (to 14 Sept, charges apply). The smaller
gallery will feature Scotland's First Warriors, looking at the origins and impact of conflict in
prehistoric Scotland (27 June 2026 to 17 May 2027, 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.

Dovecot Studios is hosting the popular exhibition The Biba Story (to 27 Jun, charges apply).
Thereafter the exhibition will be Costume Couture: Sixty Years of Cosprop featuring the work of
John Bright and his company CosProp which provides original, repurposed and new-made historical
costumes for film, television and theatre (18 Jul 2026 to 16 Jan 2027, charges apply).

The National Library of Scotland’s next exhibition is Rain which | =
explores Scotland's relationship with rain (19 Jun 2026 to 30 Apr 2027). i
The Open Shelves display is Curtain up! showcasing a selection of
children's performing arts-themed books (to 30 Jun). For information
about lectures and other events at the National Library, see
https://www.nls.uk/events/

Recent stories on Threadinburgh include the story of Castle Terrace
Car Park and Milliner and Haberdasher Sibbie Hutton, illustrated by
John Kay. (The bicentenary of John Kay’s death was February 21st
2026).

Miss Sibilla Hutton and Mr Robert Johnston by John Kay

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




OTA Activities

Our activities over the next few months are listed below.

Lost Close of Parliament Square, Wednesday 13 May and Thursday 4 June, 10.00 am. Two tours
of the close hidden within the Code Hotel and opened up during recent renovation works of the former
Police Chambers, built following the 1824 Great Fire. Refreshments will be followed by Tour of the
site and explanation from Head of Events and Experience, Katie Scott. Note this tour involves steps
and standing. In-person only, tickets £7, guests welcome.

Fringe Central, Thursday 18 June at 2.00 pm. Tour of Fringe Central, the hub for Fringe staff, those
involved in putting on shows, and media covering the Fringe, created in the refurbished former school
in Infirmary Street. In-person only, tickets £7, guests welcome.

Summer Party, Saturday 20 June, 2.00 to 4.00 pm. Join us for midsummer drinks and nibbles with
fellow members (and family and friends). Our venue is a hidden garden in Chessels Court, created
as a lockdown project in 2020. In-person only, tickets £10, 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:

Lost Close Tour Wed 13 May, 10.00 am ...... tickets @ £7.00 £......
Lost Close Tour Thur 4 June, 10.00 am ...... tickets @ £7.00 £......
Fringe Central Tour Thur 18 June, 2.00 pm ...... tickets @ £7.00 £......
Summer Party Sat 20 June, 2.00 pm ...... tickets @ £10.00 £......

Total £.....

Please email info@eota.org.uk to reserve places before paying for tickets. Payment may be by bank
transfer to Bank of Scotland, sort code 80-02-29, account number 00551475, by card from the OTA
website at https://eota.org.uk/buy-online/, or by cheque payable to Old Town Association (please
enclose a stamped self-addressed envelope if paying by cheque).
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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.
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