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Introduction
“It seems like a city built on precipices, a perilous city. 

Great roads rush down hill like rivers in spate. 
Great buildings rush up like rockets.”

G. K. Chesterton, Illustrated London News, 1905

Edin burgh, Scotland’s capital since the 15th century, has long divided 
opinion. English author G. K. Chesterton (1874–1936)* was clearly 
taken by the city’s striking volcanic geography and architectural mod-
ernism. Conversely Glaswegian journalist James Bone (1872–1962) 
 alluded to something more sinister: “Below you lies Auld Reekie, 
blackened and dried, an immortal herring, ‘smeeked’ for hundreds of 
years and cured in the sun”.

Like Robert Louis Stevenson’s Dr. Jekyll, Edin burgh displays a split 
personality. This is hardly surprising when one considers the history 
of the place. In the words of UNESCO, which lists Edin burgh as one of 
its World Heritage Sites, it comprises “an old city dominated by a me-
dieval fortress and a new neoclassical city, whose development from 
the 18th century onward exerted a far-reaching influence on European 
urban planning”. It is the juxtaposition of these disparate areas that 
gives the city its unique character.

Spread out over a series of hills and valleys, Edin burgh has for cen-
turies been at the heart of Scottish history. Dubbed the Athens of the 
North for its elegant architecture and central role in the Scottish En-
lightenment, it is a seat of learning with a dark side. A beautiful city of 
vice and virtue, world famous for its literature, learning and festivals 
but with a violent past that includes war, witchcraft and  bodysnatching.

This book is for both the carefree stroller and the city explorer. A 
few minutes’ planning with a street map** will get the reader quickly 
off the beaten track and under the city’s skin. This is the Edin burgh of 
secret gardens and haunted theatres, mysterious monuments and un-
expected underworlds, industrial relics and unusual places of worship.

The journeys detailed represent the author’s own odysseys through 
the city – from the Firth of Forth south to the Edin burgh City Bypass 
(A720) and from Corstorphine east to Craigmillar. The hundred or so 
locations described will enable readers to experience the treasures of 
Edin burgh old and new.

Many locations lie within the Old Town, Edin burgh’s labyrinthine 
medieval heart. This area encompasses two formerly distinct burghs 
(towns licensed to trade), Edin burgh and the Canongate, connected 
by the Royal Mile and merged in 1856. Around 80 narrow ‘closes’ 
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(alleys) branch off this busy thoroughfare, each containing towering 
‘lands’ (tenement buildings), the whole, when seen from above, ap-
pearing like a herringbone. At its head is the rocky fastness of Edin-
burgh  Castle, where the city’s story began in the 12th century.

Immediately south of the Old Town is Southside, Edin burgh’s first 
real suburb. The construction of George Square here in 1766 was the 
first major development outside the Old Town. It was also here in the 
19th century that the University of Edin burgh expanded when it out-
grew its original campus on South Bridge.

West of the Old Town is the West End, the city’s cultural heart. 
Here can be found Edin burgh’s oldest working cinema and swimming 
pool, as well as industrial-era features, including the Union Canal in 
Fountainbridge and Dean Village on the Water of Leith.

The architectural counterpoint to the Old Town is the Georgian 
New Town, which lies north of the Castle Rock. Laid out on a grid-
iron and designed to cultivate social stratification, this area includes 
gardens and galleries, writers’ homes and elegant squares. To the east 
rises Calton Hill, with its extraordinary monument-topped acropolis.

Many equally intriguing locations await discovery in Edin burgh’s 
suburbs. Comprising former villages absorbed into the metropolis, 
those to the north and west include the Port of Leith, now in the throes 
of reinvention, and pretty Cramond, with its Roman remains at the 
mouth of the River Almond. Also here are historic green spaces, in-
cluding the Royal Botanic Garden and several important golf courses.

A final selection of locations is to be found in the city’s south and 
east suburbs. These encompass Holyrood Park, with its palace and ru-
ined abbey at the tail end of the Canongate, the wild delights of Arthur’s 
Seat and Duddingston Loch, and the lost seaside resort of Portobello.

Whilst walking is undeniably the best way to explore Edin burgh, the 
suburbs are quickly accessed using the extensive Lothian Bus net work 
and the new tramway between Edin burgh Airport and Newhaven***.

Whether tracking down what remains of the old town walls, drink-
ing coffee at a converted police box or communing with the Knights of 
St. John, Only in Edin burgh will encourage readers to set out on their 
own expedition through the Scottish capital. Happy Exploring!

Duncan J. D. Smith, Edin burgh & Vienna

* Dates given after the names of Scotland’s rulers are regnal years.
** Recommended is the Edin burgh A–Z Premier Map published by the Geographer’s 
A–Z Map Co. Ltd. Smartphone users will find postcodes at the start of each chapter.
*** Visit www.lothianbuses.com and www.travelinescotland.com.

http://www.lothianbuses.com/
http://www.travelinescotland.com/
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7 Tellers of Tales
EH1 2PA (Old Town), the Writers’ Museum in Lady Stair’s Close off 
the Lawnmarket
Bus 23, 27, 41, 42, 67 to Mound Place or Queen Victoria Street

When UNESCO made Edin burgh the world’s first City of Literature 
in 2004 it was acknowledging glories both past and present. Hugely 
popular authors such as J. K. Rowling and Ian Rankin have helped put 
Edin burgh squarely on today’s literary map. But their successes have 
built on the city’s writers of old and none moreso than Sir Walter Scott 
(1771–1832), Robert Burns (1759–1796) and Robert Louis Stevenson 
(1850–1894). The Writers’ Museum in Lady Stair’s Close (EH1) cel-
ebrates the life and works of all three.

Lady Stair’s Close can be accessed either from the Lawnmarket or 
North Bank Street. Either way it’s a surprise to emerge suddenly in 
front of Lady Stair’s House, which contains the museum. The sturdy 
building is named after Elizabeth Dalrymple, Dowager Countess of 
Stair, who bought the building in 1719. It was built by her grandfather, 
the merchant Sir William Gray of Pittendrum, in 1622 and its restora-
tion in the 1890s for use as a museum returned it to its original ap-
pearance. Rendered in the Scottish Baronial style inspired by medieval 
castles, its entrance and spiral staircase are inside a corner turret.

Although neither Burns, Scott nor Stevenson had any direct links 
with the house, Burns lived in nearby Baxter’s Close on his arrival in 
Edin burgh in 1786, and both Scott and Stevenson were born in the city. 
Burns is celebrated in the rooms on the ground floor, where his like-
ness is rendered in various media, as is that of his wife, Jean Armour, 
whose tiny gloves are displayed in one of the cabinets. Also here can 
be seen his desk, his swordstick from his time as an excise officer, and 
the chair he used whilst correcting proofs at William Smellie’s printing 
office in Anchor Close (EH1).

The first floor rooms are devoted to Scott. Amongst the items dis-
played here are his walking stick and cap, wallet, chess set, and ex-
travagant meerschaum pipe. Also here is the rocking horse he rode as a 
child growing up at 25 George Street (EH2). It is touching to see that the 
foot rests are set at different heights because of the polio he suffered. 
There is also the dining table from his home at 39 North Castle Street 
(EH2), where he lived in the 1790s. In an upstairs room can be seen a 
reconstruction of the Canongate printing press, on which his  famous 
Waverley novels were printed by James Ballantyne (1772–1833).
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The basement rooms, which are reached by descending the spiral 
staircase from the entrance, deal with Stevenson. Here can be found 
the fishing rod, pipe, riding boots and hat he used while living in 
 Samoa, as well as the tortoiseshell ring he was wearing when he died 
there (it is inscribed Tusitala meaning ‘teller of tales’). Also on display 
is his wardrobe made by the infamous Deacon Brodie, whose dou-
ble life may have inspired Stevenson’s Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and 
Mr. Hyde (1886) reflecting the light and shade in Edin burgh society at 
the time (see no. 91).

Lady Stair’s Close also contains Makars’ Court, which is paved with flagstones 
inscribed with literary quotations. They range from the 14th century (John Barbour’s 
“A! Fredome is a noble thing”) to more recent times (Dame Muriel Spark’s “The trans-
figuration of the commonplace”). The first Makars were court poets and bards skilled 
in the use of diction. The post of Edin burgh Makar was created in 2002 followed two 
years later by that of Scots Makar (National Poet). Both are tasked with representing 
and promoting Scottish poetry.

Other locations nearby: 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 10, 11, 57

The Writer’s museum 
celebrates the lives of 

three literary giants
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17 All Change at Waverley
EH1 1BB (Old Town), Edin burgh Waverley railway station on 
 Waverley Bridge
Bus 1, 3, 4, 19, 22, 25, 29, 30, 31, 33, 34, 37 to Princes Street 
 Waverley; 10, 11, 16 to Princes Street Scott Monument; 
Tram T50 to St. Andrew Square

Waverley is Edin burgh’s main 
railway station and covers an im-
pressive 25 acres in the heart of 
the city. With 18 platforms ser-
vicing 20 million passengers an-
nually it is Britain’s second larg-
est mainline station after London 
Waterloo.

The Waverley story begins in 
the 1750s, when overcrowding in 
Edin burgh’s Old Town prompted 
plans to expand the city north-
wards. The major obstacle was 
the Nor’ Loch, an unhygienic bog 
created in the 15th century by the 
damming of a river valley for de-
fensive purposes. By 1766, when 
the plan for the New Town was ap-
proved, the loch had been drained 
and traversed by the North Bridge 
(see no. 61). At this time an early 
physic garden on the shore of the 
loch was relocated to Leith Walk 
as recorded by a plaque on plat-
form 11 (see no. 82).

The former site of the loch be-
came the Princes Street Gardens 
and in the 1830s a railway from 
Glasgow was proposed, running 
through the gardens to a station at North Bridge. Despite opposition 
from property owners, the Edin burgh and Glasgow Railway opened 
in 1842, initially with a terminus at Haymarket. It was extended two 
years later through a concealed cutting to North Bridge, where a sta-

Edin burgh Waverley railway station spanned by the 
North Bridge
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tion was installed in 1847. Around the same time the Edin burgh, Leith 
and Newhaven Railway opened their own station, as did the North 
British Railway as a terminus for their line from Berwick-upon-Tweed. 
To avoid confusion the three stations were connected in 1854 and col-
lectively named Waverley after the novels of Sir Walter Scott (this ex-
plains the literary quotations around the station today). In 1868 the 
North British Railway acquired all three stations, demolished them and 
built the single station seen today.

There are several impressive engineering feats at Waverley. When 
the North Bridge was rebuilt in 1897 one of the huge stone piers used 
to convey it over the station’s roof was cleverly concealed within the 
magnificent skylit booking hall (today’s Travel Centre), which con-
tains a memorial plaque to Edin burgh-born railway engineer Sir Nigel 
Gresley (1876–1941). The enormous glazed roof itself covers an area 
of 111,000 square feet. The imposing North British Station Hotel built 
on Princes Street is now called the Balmoral and retains not only its 
ornate stuccoed reception, elegant staircase and domed Palm Court 
tea room but also its its reputation for luxury. Of the Waverley Market 
that once stood outside the hotel only the Victorian cast-ron railings 
remain, incorporated into Princes Mall.

Waverley’s best kept secret is a half mile-long rail tunnel constructed 
in 1847 by the Edin burgh, Leith and Newhaven Railway. It was used 
to transport freight northwards to the docks, where the world’s first 
train ferry continued the journey across the Firth of Forth. The blocked 
entrance can still be seen on platform 20 from where the tunnel ran 
beneath St. Andrew Square, Dublin Street and Scotland Street before 
exiting in King George V Park. Despite the effort and expense to dig the 
tunnel, which required the use of a stationary steam engine to haul the 
wagons, it was abandoned in 1868, when Waverley was rebuilt. Since 
then it has served as a coal depot, a Second World War air raid shelter 
and most recently to grow mushrooms. This was discontinued in the 
1970s after thieves used the tunnel as a getaway route!

Another bit of railway architecture, a row of 19 stone arches built 
in 1825 along East Market Street, is now home to independent retailers 
selling artisan clothing, home decor products, food, drinks, and art.

On 30th September 1940 word reached Edin burgh that three German spies had put 
ashore in a dinghy. Two were quickly apprehended but the third, one Werner Wälti, 
made his way to Waverley. Upon arrival he deposited a heavy case later found to  contain 
a radio transmitter. When Wälti returned to collect it he was arrested by  Detective 
Superintendant Willie Merrilees, who had disguised himself as a railway porter.

Other locations nearby: 15, 16, 58
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22 Scotland’s Religious 
Revolutionary
EH1 1SR (Old Town), the John Knox House and Scottish 
 Story telling Centre at 43–45 High Street
Bus 6 to Jeffrey Street or St. Mary’s Street; 35 to Royal Mile, 
3, 5, 7, 8, 14, 29, 30, 31, 33, 37, 45, 49 to South Bridge

As a leader of the Protestant Reformation, the firebrand cleric and the-
ologian John Knox (c.1513–1572) is considered the founder of Scottish 
Presbyterianism. As a supporter of the ousting of the Catholic Queen 
Regent, Mary of Guise (1554–1560), who governed Scotland in the 
name of her young daughter, Mary, Queen of Scots (1542–1567), he is 
also remembered as Scotland’s religious revolutionary.

Knox was born in East Lothian and was probably educated at the 
University of St. Andrews. It was a time when the priesthood was the 
only career path for those with academic leanings and by 1540 he is 
documented as having become a Catholic priest. The execution in 1546 
of the early church reformer George Wishart, however, at the hands of 
Cardinal David Beaton, forced a change of heart. Following the revenge 
killing of Beaton the same year at St. Andrew’s Castle, Knox signed up 
to help reform the Scottish church and began developing his oratory 
skills there.

These were tumultuous times in Scotland and the intervention in 
1547 of Mary of Guise supported by the French navy saw the castle be-
sieged and Knox taken prisoner. After his release in 1549 he was exiled 
to England, where he took an active part in the ongoing English Refor-
mation. Knox was again forced into exile in 1553, when the Catholic 
Mary Tudor ascended the English throne. His best known pamphlet, 
The First Blast of the Trumpet Against the Monstruous Regiment of 
Women, was written with her in mind!

Knox returned to Scotland in 1559, where Mary of Guise had been 
ousted from Edin burgh by a group of Protestant nobles known as the 
Lords of the Congregation (see no. 72). The town council elected him 
minister at St. Giles’ on the High Street from where he helped organ-
ise the newly-reformed non-episcopal church known as the Kirk (see 
no. 12). Following Mary’s unexpected death a year later Knox contin-
ued his work by admonishing Mary, Queen of Scots for supporting 
Catholic practices.

During the 1560s Knox occupied a house in Warriston’s Close (EH1) 
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marked today by a wall 
plaque. He then relocated to 
England for a while before 
returning to Edin burgh a year 
before his death. At this time 
he reputedly lived in a house 
at 43–45 High Street (EH1) 
but there are doubts since it 
is known to have been oc-
cupied at the time by James 
Mossman (1519–1573), a 
jeweller and goldsmith to 
Mary, Queen of Scots. Be-
fore his execution, Mossman 
was one of the Queen’s Men, 
who seized Edin burgh Castle 
in an attempt to restore Mary 
after her forced abdication in 
favour of her Protestant son, 
James VI/I (1567–1625).

Whatever the truth, the 
building known today as the 
John Knox House was built 
in the late 15th century and 
is one of the last intact me-
dieval buildings on the Royal 
Mile. Thanks to the associa-
tion with Knox, the building 
escaped demolition enabling 
today’s visitors to learn not only about Knox but also about one of the 
most turbulent chapters in Scottish history.

Attached to the John Knox House is the award-wining Scottish Storytelling Centre, the 
world’s first modern purpose-built centre for live storytelling. Designed by Edin burgh’s 
Malcolm Fraser Architects, it contains an intimate 99-seat auditorium, library and 
 interactive Storywall. The annual Scottish Storytelling Festival takes place here in 
 October. The centre’s bookshop is located in the former Luckenbooth of the John Knox 
House, the only remaining example of the medieval lockable retail booths that once 
lined the High Street (see no. 13).

Other locations nearby: 18, 19, 20, 23, 30, 32

Religious reformer John Knox in a St. Giles’ Cathedral window
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31 The Dovecot Tapestry Weavers
EH1 1LT (Old Town), the Dovecot Tapestry Studio  
at 10 Infirmary Street
Bus 3, 5, 7, 8, 14, 29, 30, 31, 33, 35, 37, 45, 49 to South Bridge 
(note: the Weaving Floor can only be observed on Thursday, 
Friday and Saturday at appointed times)

Old Town’s Infirmary Street (EH1) has quite a story to tell. It is named 
after the Edin burgh Royal Infirmary, which was established in 1736 
with just four beds in a small house on the corner with South Bridge. 
In 1741 after outgrowing these premises it moved down the street to 
a 228-bed building designed for the purpose by renowned architect 
 William Adam (1689–1748). Here it remained until 1832, when it re-
located to the disused Royal High School in nearby High School Yards, 
then moved again in 1853 to a new building on nearby Drummond 
Street (thereafter the Infirmary moved in 1879 to Lauriston Place (EH3) 
and finally in 2003 to Little France (EH16) in Liberton).

In 1884 the William Adam-designed building was demolished and 
replaced by the Infirmary Street Baths. Designed by City  Architect 
 Robert Morham (1839–1912), these were Edin burgh’s first public 
baths, built as part of an ongoing plan to avoid cholera outbreaks by 
improving public sanitation. It is worth noting that one of Scottish 
medicine’s unsung heroes is Leith-born Thomas Latta (1796–1833), 
who pioneered the saline drip to rehydrate cholera patients during the 
1832 epidemic. When the Baths eventually closed in 1995, the build-
ing stood empty for a decade and was threatened with demolition. 
Fortunately in 2006 it was sold to the Dovecot Tapestry Studio and 
transformed into the landmark workshop and gallery seen today.

The Studio had been founded in Corstorphine in 1912 by John 
Crichton- Stuart, 4th Marquess of Bute (1881–1947). The original 
 weavers came from William Morris’ furnishings and decorative arts 
workshops in London and their first commission was for a series of large 
tapestries for the Marquess’s home, Mount Stuart House, on the Isle 
of Bute. Rebranded the Edin burgh Tapestry Company after the  Second 
World War, the Studio evolved constantly. It embraced  modernism in 
the fifties, for example, utilising designs supplied by Henry Moore and 
Cecil Beaton, and in the sixties associated with artists such as David 
Hockney and Leith’s Eduardo Paolozzi. In the 1990s the studio wove 
Britain’s largest ever tapestry, which now hangs in the British Library.

New funding in 2001 saw the Dovecot Tapestry Studio name re-es-
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tablished and in 2008 it moved into the former Infirmary Street Baths, 
which had undergone a sensitive and award-winning refurbishment 
at the hands of Edin burgh’s Malcolm Fraser Architects, renowned for 
their work at Edin burgh’s Scottish Poetry Library and Scottish Storytell-
ing Centre (see nos. 22 & 28). The weavers and tufters of the Dovecot 
Tapestry Studio now honour the legacy of their forebears in what was 
once the main swimming pool. Although visitors cannot stray onto the 
Weaving Floor they can observe the looms from a viewing balcony on 
Thursdays, Fridays and Saturdays. Elsewhere in the building, the for-
mer Ladies’ Bath, which recalls when public bathing was segregated, 
is now used as the Dovecot Gallery. Here contemporary art, craft and 
design is promoted through a vibrant exhibition programme sponsored 
by the charitable Dovecot Foundation.

When William Adam’s Royal Edin burgh Infirmary was demolished several key architec-
tural elements from the building were recycled. The ornamental gates, for example, 
were moved to the new Infirmary building on Drummond Street, which is now used 
by the University of Edin burgh’s School of GeoSciences. Four Ionic pilasters from the 
façade were combined to form a monument to the Covenanters outside Dreghorn 
 Barracks on Redford Road (EH13). The most important element, the surgical theatre 
in the attic of the building, was reworked as a gate lodge for Redford House almost 
opposite the barracks and can easily be identified by its oversized stone volutes.

Other locations nearby: 30, 32, 33, 34, 42, 43

Weavers at work at the Dovecot Tapestry Studio
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35 Mysteries at the National 
Museum
EH1 1JF (Old Town), the National Museum of Scotland  
on Chambers Street
Bus 2 to Merchant Street, 23, 27, 41, 42, 67 to Chambers 
Street; 35 to Forrest Road

Visitors to the National Museum of Scotland on Chambers Street (EH1) 
can travel the world without leaving Edin burgh. From the age of the 
dinosaurs to future technology, its galleries contain artefacts from most 
places and periods. It was formed in 2006 by the merger of two ex-
isting collections: the Museum of Scotland (founded as the National 
Museum of Antiquities of Scotland in 1858) and the Royal Museum 
(founded as the Edin burgh Museum of Science and Art in 1866). De-
spite the merger both retain their distinctive architectural character: 
the Royal Museum its Victorian neo-Renaissance building of 1888 and 
the Museum of Scotland its modern Corbusian building, erected when 
it relocated here from Queen Street in the 1990s.

A spectacular entrance to the museum is provided by the refur-
bished Victorian Grand Gallery. Based on the Crystal Palace, it consists 
of a light-filled atrium flanked by balconies supported on rows of cast 
iron columns. The disparate objects displayed – from a huge South 
Pacific feasting bowl to a 19th century lighthouse lens – provide a 
taster of the treasures to come. The same goes for the Window on the 
World, a vertical installation showcasing 800 diverse objects, including 
a girder from the infamous Tay Bridge. The Discoveries gallery beyond 
celebrates Scottish innovation and includes the world’s oldest colour 
television invented by John Logie Baird (1888–1946) and Boulton & 
Watt’s pioneering beam engine.

It would take several trips to appreciate the many themed galleries 
that follow: the Natural World, Art, Design & Fashion, World Cultures, 
and Science & Technology, which includes Dolly the sheep, the world’s 
first cloned mammal. Space permits only a taster here, so what follows 
are three mysterious exhibits displayed in the Scotland Galleries.

The first (in the Early Peoples Gallery) is the Ballachulish Woman. 
This life-sized wooden sculpture with pebbles for eyes was found in 
1880 on the shore of Loch Leven in Inverness-shire. It has been dated 
to around 600BC making it the oldest human figure found in Scot-
land. Undoubtedly female and probably young, the gravel embedded 
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in the statue’s base suggests it stood on a beach overlooking the dan-
gerous straits linking Loch Leven with the sea. That the statue was 
surrounded by deliberately intertwined branches suggests it was a god-
dess to whom prehistoric travellers made offerings to safeguard their 
crossing.

Also found on a beach were the famous Lewis Chessmen (in the 
Kingdom of the Scots Gallery). These 11 gaming pieces made from 
walrus ivory were part of a much larger hoard of 93 items recovered in 
1831 from a stone vault at Uig Bay on the Hebridean Isle of Lewis. The 
workmanship appears to be late 12th or early 13th century Scandina-
vian. That so many were found together representing four chess sets in 
total suggests they belonged to a merchant travelling from Norway to 
Ireland. The reason for their burial, however, remains unclear. 

The third mysterious exhibit (in the Industry and Empire Gallery) 
is local to Edin burgh. In June 1836 a group of boys headed up to Ar-
thur’s Seat to hunt rabbits. There they discovered 17 miniature coffins 
in a small cave, each containing a tiny carved and dressed figure. The 
eight that survived have excited speculation as to their meaning ever 
since.  Explanations have ranged from witchcraft and lucky charms 
to proxy burials honouring soldiers or even the victims of the body-
snatchers Burke and Hare (see no. 43). The real reason will probably 
never be known.

Only a fraction of the National Museum of Scotland’s holdings are displayed. The rest is 
stored at the National Museums Collection Centre at 242 West Granton Road (EH5). 
From butterflies to traction engines, the material here is as varied as it is vast. Research 
visits by appointment only (www.nms.ac.uk).

Other locations nearby: 34, 36, 37, 38, 42

Old Town

These eight tiny coffins were found on Arthur’s Seat

http://www.nms.ac.uk/
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