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Prologue







This then is Edinburgh?
Sir Walter Scott, The Abbott


All Edinburgh is ours – and it’s personal!
Ron Butlin, ‘The Magicians of Edinburgh’


City of everywhere, broken necklace in the sun, you are caves of guilt, you are pinnacles of jubilation.
 Norman MacCaig, ‘Drop-out in Edinburgh’





CHICAGO IS THE city of my birth, Edinburgh the city in my bloodstream. My parents both grew up in Edinburgh and my earliest memories are woven with their stories about the city of their youth. I first visited Edinburgh when I was four years old, and have lived in or near the city for nearly half a century. Gradually my own experience has built on my parents’ foundations, although I have always retained that early imprint of Edinburgh as an almost mythical place.


For many, the first impression of Edinburgh is of castle walls rising from solid rock, and the city has a stony reality that reinforces a history full of clashes and contradictions. And perhaps because of this blend of the stubborn and the volatile, the thrawn and the thoughtful, the bloodily destructive and the boldly inventive, Edinburgh is a city of the mind and the imagination that has fed many versions of its past and much fictional drama. Not unique, perhaps, but nevertheless distinctive.


If my response to Edinburgh is coloured by my inheritance, by the memories of others as well as by my own experience, it is equally influenced by the words of those who over the centuries have described it. I have borrowed from a wealth of documentation and interpretation of the city, set down by travellers, novelists, poets, journalists, the writers of letters.


As the title suggests, this book is a personal journey – an eccentric odyssey – exploring aspects of past and present, people and places. It is an evocation rather than a history. There are tangents and diversions, but a timeline at the end of the book provides some historical coherence. I am accompanied at times by friends and family, by my dog, and always by those who have gone before. Two literary heroes, Walter Scott and Robert Louis Stevenson, are frequently at my elbow. I cannot conceive of Edinburgh without them.


Edinburgh is a wonderfully walkable city and most of my exploration has been on foot. The most rewarding journeys are often those that don’t stick to a plan, that follow serendipitous associations and are open to the unexpected. You turn a corner and there is a surprising vista of hills or water or trees or impressive buildings and curious monuments, sometimes all at once – ‘an eyeful of amazing’, as novelist Val McDermid puts it. In a similar way, you turn corners of the past which break away from conventional chronology and suggest unexpected connections.


The photographs reveal some of this unpredictability, and I hope will encourage readers to see beyond the image. They have been taken by my brother, the late Alan Daiches, who began his photographic career in Edinburgh in the 1960s, and my daughter Rachel Calder, who has been filming and photographing professionally for nearly 20 years. Many of Alan’s photographs were taken for a television programme featuring Sydney Goodsir Smith’s long poem Kynd Kittock’s Land (1964), itself a memorable and still relevant evocation of Edinburgh.
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The Heart of Midlothian. Rachel Calder.
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The Heart of Midlothian







The cruikit spell o’ her backbane,
Yon shadow-mile o’ spire and vane,
Wad ding them a’! Wad ding them a’
Lewis Spence, ‘The Prows o’ Reekie’


Yonder stands Auld Reekie… the heart of Scotland, and each throb that she gives is felt from the edge of the Solway to Duncansby Head.
Sir Walter Scott, The Abbot





IT IS EASY to miss the Heart of Midlothian. If you don’t cast your eyes down you can tramp without noticing over the heart shape set into the pavement close to the entrance of the High Kirk of St Giles. But of course it’s not the real heart. The original Heart of Midlothian is long gone, leaving the 21st century with a heart underfoot and a football team.


Edinburgh is a city of contradiction and paradox, as all who have written about the city acknowledge, and the heart underfoot is an emblem of paradox. It marks the site of the Tolbooth, a grim, multi-purpose building constructed in 1561, the year after the Flodden Wall was completed in an effort to keep out the English. Here it is as described by Walter Scott in The Heart of Midlothian (1818), the novel that takes its name from the Tolbooth itself:




Reuben Butler stood now before the Gothic entrance of the ancient prison, which… rears its ancient front in the very middle of the High Street forming… the termination to a huge pile of buildings called the Luckenbooths, which, for some inconceivable reason, our ancestors had jammed into the midst of the principal street of the town, leaving for passage a narrow street on the north, and on the south, into which the prison opens, a narrow crooked lane, winding between the high and sombre walls of the Tolbooth and the adjacent houses upon the one side, and the buttresses and projections of the old Cathedral upon the other.





According to Robert T Skinner, the heart in the street marks the approximate position of the door to the Tolbooth, and was placed there in honour of Scott.


Initially the Tolbooth housed the Scottish parliament, as well as the courts of justice and a prison, but in 1639 parliament moved to a new building just to the south of St Giles. This came about at the insistence of Charles I, who also demanded that the city pay for the construction. Charles did not otherwise take much interest in Scotland.


The Heart of Midlothian was, according to Henry Cockburn, ‘a most atrocious jail… the very breath of which almost struck down any stranger who entered its dismal door’. Its walls were ‘black and horrid’, the small dark cells ‘airless, waterless, drainless; a living grave’. It was a ‘dirty, fetid, cruel torture-house… more dreadful in its sufferings, more certain in its corruption, overwhelming the innocent with a more tremendous sense of despair, provoking the guilty to more audacious defiance’. Yet when it was eventually demolished Cockburn was sorry to see it go. In his view, nothing justified the destruction of the repository of so much history.


The Tolbooth went in 1817 – it had been in a bad state of repair for many decades which can’t have made the experience of its inmates any easier – and Scott, who was passionately interested in evidence of the past, was able to secure parts of it for Abbotsford, the splendidly eclectic house he built on the banks of the Tweed 40-odd miles away. The gateway and the door to the prison were, in Scott’s words, ‘employed in decorating the entrance of his kitchen court at Abbotsford’, and he adds:




the application of these relics of the Heart of Midlothian to serve as the postern gate to a court of modern offices, may be justly ridiculed as whimsical; but yet it is not without interest, that we see the gateway through which so much of the stormy politics of a rude age, and the vice and misery of later times, had found their passage, now occupied in the service of rural economy.





In 1817 Scott also began work on the novel, which was published the following year. The two events are clearly connected. Scott would in his fiction have quite a lot to say about stormy politics.


But let’s return to Reuben Butler. He is not the hero of Scott’s novel, who is undoubtedly Jeanie Deans, one of Scott’s most impressive creations, but he is a crucial figure. He is, in a sense, our guide to the Edinburgh of 1736, when the novel is set. Why is he standing in front of the entrance to the Tolbooth? He is hoping to visit one of the inmates, Jeanie’s sister Effie, imprisoned for infanticide for which the punishment is death. Butler is a not quite fully fledged minister, a modest and mild and, it has to be said, rather boring man, who hopes to marry Jeanie, whom he has known since childhood. Butler is denied a meeting with Effie and, disappointed, sets out to make his way home to Liberton through the city’s West Port at the west end of the Grassmarket. The gate takes him into a suburb called Portsburgh (the existing Portsburgh Square is a reminder), ‘chiefly inhabited,’ Scott tells us, ‘by the lower order of citizens and mechanics’. There he encounters ‘a considerable mass’ of people moving rapidly towards the gate he has just come through. Butler is recognised as a clergyman and his services are demanded for what is about to happen. He is swept along back to the Tolbooth. The mob now numbers several thousand. The rioters attack the door with sledge-hammers and eventually set it alight. They charge through the flames and hunt down their victim, Captain John Porteous. Butler’s role is to prepare Porteous for death.
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Grassmarket. Alan Daiches. Courtesy National Library of Scotland.


Scott’s description of the Porteous Riots of 1736 is vivid, detailed and precise. He makes it clear that he has drawn on contemporary evidence and takes pains to assure his readers that his narrative is as authentic as it can be. He knows the streets and buildings intimately. Captain Porteous is dragged from the Tolbooth and taken to the Grassmarket where he is hanged from a dyer’s pole. Butler, whose attempts to restrain the mob are ineffectual, slips away through the crowd but glances back to see:




by the red and dusky light of the torches… a figure wavering and struggling as it hung suspended above the heads of the multitude… The sight was of a nature to double his horror and to add wings to his flight.





According to Alexander Carlyle, the hanging was carried out in silence.


I walk from the heart under my feet west up the High Street. As always, at any time of the year, it is busy. There are tourists, a crocodile of schoolchildren, researchers heading for the National Library, council employees heading for the City Chambers, lawyers, mothers with buggies, dogs on strings. The lights at George IV Bridge pause the traffic only briefly and plenty of pedestrians ignore the red. I wait, and then follow the route of the rioters who made their way along the High Street and down the steep curve of the West Bow into the Grassmarket, an ominous torch-lit procession. Behind the doors and windows of the tall buildings on either side, people must have heard voices and the tramp of feet and known what was about to happen.


The Porteous Riots were an extraordinary episode in Edinburgh’s history, which had seen plenty of mob protest – notably 30 years earlier at the time when the Union of Parliaments was being debated – and would see more. John Porteous was a captain of the Town Guard who had been convicted of causing the deaths of spectators at the execution of a smuggler for whom there was considerable public sympathy. The place of execution was the Grassmarket, where a gallows was erected. These events drew enormous crowds. Porteous and his men were nervous, suspecting an attempt to rescue the convicted man, and when the crowd grew hostile they opened fire, leaving six or seven dead and many wounded. Porteous was found to be responsible for the deaths, but on the appointed day of his execution a reprieve arrived from Queen Caroline – the king, George II, was abroad at the time. The Edinburgh mob responded by taking matters into their own hands. They wanted justice, but they also resented interference from London.


Public executions had at one time taken place beside the Tolbooth, virtually on the doorstep of St Giles, and for a while these were carried out by a specially designed beheading machine built in 1564. Known as ‘the Maiden’, it despatched around one hundred men and women. The heads of those designated ‘traitors’ were displayed over the building’s north gable, uncomfortably close to the crowds who passed in the narrow street below. Among the heads was that of James Douglas, Earl of Morton, regent on behalf of the young James VI after the death of his mother Mary, Queen of Scots. Morton, who had been instrumental in the introduction of the Maiden, was convicted of complicity in the death of Mary’s husband Darnley. He was executed on 2 June 1581 by means that he himself regarded as clean and efficient.


Over a hundred years later the Maiden despatched Archibald Campbell, 9th Earl of Argyll, a prominent political figure in the 1640s who had been a leader of the Covenanting rebellion against Charles I but later supported the king. He had been tried for treason in 1681 but escaped to Holland. Four years later he returned, led an attempt to displace James VII and II and put the Duke of Monmouth on the throne. He was captured on the island of Inchinnan in the Clyde. Twelve days later, on 30 June 1685, the Maiden claimed his head. He met his end with ‘much calmness and serenity of soul’, according to Robert Wodrow, author of The History of the Sufferings of the Church of Scotland. His head was also displayed on the Tolbooth, on the same spike, it is said, occupied 30 years earlier by the head of his rival and critic James Graham, Marquis of Montrose, who had also changed sides. Montrose, however, escaped the Maiden – he was hanged. In James Robertson’s novel The Fanatic (2000) James Mitchel, in 1656, stands in the High Street and looks up at a skull picked clean by the gulls, the ‘stripped bone’ looking more ‘like part of the stonework, a defective gargoyle, than something human’. It is Montrose, ‘the empty head of a vain and prideful villain’ according to a neighbour who stops to speak to Mitchell. The neighbour is Major Weir who might have been described in the same terms. His was ‘a life characterised externally by all the graces of devotion, but polluted in secret by crimes of the most revolting nature’. These revolting crimes, according to Sir John Lauder, included witchcraft, bestiality and incest. Major Weir admitted his guilt and was ‘brunt’. His sister, also implicated, ‘a very lamentable object’, was hanged. Major Weir has both a solid and a phantom presence in Robertson’s novel.


The Maiden still exists and you can see it in the Scottish galleries of the National Museum of Scotland. It came to the Museum through the Society of Antiquaries, of which Walter Scott was a member. He was present when the beheading machine was handed over to the Society by the Lord Provost in 1797. It was a time of revolution in France and radicalism at home, and the ceremony may have caused a certain frisson among the Society’s members. Scott himself in Rob Roy (1817) invokes the Maiden as a means of bringing Highland feuding to an end: ‘it will be a time to sharp the maiden for shearing o’ craigs and thrapples. I hope to see the auld rusty lass linking at a bluidy harst again.’ This is the comment of an associate of Baillie Nichol Jarvie, the canny Glasgow merchant with a keen eye for commercial possibilities.


A bloody harvest. Midlothian’s heart is unequivocally associated with misery and violence. Standing among the throng of tourists moving up and down the High Street, with the sun shining (it often does) and pubs and cafés and tartanry beckoning, it is hard to recreate the intimacy of life and death that characterised so much of the city’s past. For most of its history the smell of death was inescapable. More so than in other cities? It is the particular concentration of Edinburgh’s Old Town that suggests this may have been so. From a dwelling high up in an Old Town tenement, built high because of the lack of space, you might find yourself eyeball to eyeball with a dead head. The intimacy is held in the stone. That intimacy between life and death, light and dark, openness and secrecy, pleasure and suffering, will be a recurrent theme of this book.


I have not been able to discover at what point the Tolbooth, or the site of the Tolbooth, began to be called the Heart of Midlothian, or why. It is a roughly central point between the city ports, the gates in the city wall: Bristo and Potterrow Ports to the south, the West Port, Netherbow and Cowgate Ports to the east, and the New Port, just to the east of where Waverley Station now is. It is perhaps the approximate centre of the old county of Midlothian. Was the name intended to signify the pulse of the burgh? Was it an ironic comment on crime and the dispensing of justice? Or on the close proximity between sin and the church? For us today the heart embedded in the High Street may seem to be saying ‘I heart Midlothian’, or suggest football rather than punishment, or be nothing more than a bit of quirky street decoration. In fact, its resonance is profound.


In the introductory chapter to The Heart of Midlothian some of this is explored by two Edinburgh lawyers in conversation with a character called Peter Pattieson, a conversation that acts as a conduit to the narrative that is to follow. The lawyers reflect on the fact that the Tolbooth is about to be demolished. On learning that it is known as ‘the Heart of Midlothian’, Peter Pattieson comments, ‘it could be said to have a sad heart’. ‘And a close heart, and a hard heart… a wicked heart and a poor heart’ add the lawyers. But also ‘a strong heart, and a high heart’. One of the lawyers suggests that as the Tolbooth is a condemned building it should be granted its ‘Last Speech, Confession, and Dying Words’. It would be a tale ‘of unvaried sorrow and guilt,’ says Pattieson. But the lawyer disagrees, pointing out that a prison is ‘a world within itself, and has its own business, griefs, and joys, peculiar to its circle’. It is a world of infinite incident and emotion, and crammed full of stories. ‘The true thing will triumph over the brightest inventions of the most ardent imagination.’ So the heart of Midlothian contains all of human life, the engine, perhaps, of the city’s, as well as the novel’s pulse. Perhaps we can push the metaphor further, and suggest that the sad, hard, wicked, poor, strong and high heart is an emblem of much of Scotland’s past.


Whatever its origins, the designation in Scott’s narrative has, I think, another meaning. Effie Deans is a beautiful and vulnerable young woman who has been taken advantage of by a man she will not name. She may or may not be guilty, but in the town there is sympathy for her predicament. The justice system may be relentless, but Edinburgh has a heart. Perhaps it is the town’s populace who are Edinburgh’s beating heart. Or perhaps it is Jeanie Deans herself, who refuses to lie to save her sister, but sets off to walk barefoot to London to plead for Effie’s life – barefoot, because she needs to keep her shoes and stockings decent for her audience with the Duke of Argyll.


The metaphorical resonance of the Heart of Midlothian has another dimension. The novel is set nearly 30 years after the 1707 Union of the Scottish and English Parliaments. Scott believed that the Union was good for Scotland, though his views were not without ambivalence, and that ambivalence is expressed in this novel and elsewhere. When Jeanie tells Effie that she is going to London to plead for her, Effie is disbelieving – how can she possibly go to London, so far away and across the ocean? Jeanie points out that you can get there by land. But 400 miles was still a great distance, and Effie’s disbelief reflects that sense of the British capital occupying an alien world. London, the centre of government and the usual home of the royal family, was not easy to reach, especially on foot. And it was not easy to bridge the gulf of understanding between south and north. The Duke of Argyll is the essential bridge between Jeanie and justice. Argyll, Scott says, was seen by his countrymen as their defender and advocate. Jeannie’s simple trust in his role and his authority both cuts through and highlights the murkier complications of the post-Union relationship between Edinburgh and London. That the two capitals could be brought together by a barefoot lass from the edge of Edinburgh defined by her simple integrity has resonance for the politics of the 21st century.


The connection between Jeanie and the Duke is crucial to the comment Scott is making on the legacy of the Union. The Porteous Riots were a response to the interference of government with Scottish law – the reprieve of Captain Porteous is seen as an offence to the Scottish people. When parliament proposed vindictive measures to punish Edinburgh for allowing the Riots to occur, Argyll vehemently objected, describing the measures as cruel and unjust and counter to both the articles and the spirit of the Treaty of Union. The bill, which proposed abolishing the city guard and destroying the city gates – ‘rather a Hibernian mode of enabling them better to keep the peace’ was Scott’s heavily ironic comment – was amended and the gates and the guard escaped destruction.


A few hundred yards from Edinburgh’s stone heart, as the ubiquitous pigeons fly, is the spot where in 1771 Walter Scott was born. I retrace my steps from the Grassmarket (to which I will return) and then walk south along George IV Bridge, past the Elephant House café where JK Rowling is said to have written parts of her first Harry Potter novel. Perhaps the ghost of Scott, the ‘Wizard of the North’, was hovering at her elbow as she conjured Harry into existence. I turn into Chambers Street. The houses in College Wynd were pulled down – or ‘unbuilt’ to use Lord Cockburn’s word – to make way for the University of Edinburgh’s Old College, which looms dark and solid beyond the imposing Venetian façade of the National Museum. Cockburn got a half holiday from school to see the College’s foundation stone laid, ‘which was done with great civic and masonic pomp’. He watched from the original Royal Infirmary building in Infirmary Street, and pointed out in his memoir that the space between was empty of all but ‘grass fields and gardens’. The university was founded by James VI in 1582, 21 years before James’s departure from Scotland to become James I of a united kingdom depleted the country of much of its cultural life. Founded but not paid for by James, who left it to the town to provide funds for the ‘the Tounis College’. This was to become a Stewart habit.


The scheme for a new university complex was designed by Robert Adam. The foundation stone was laid in 1789, but work came to a halt four years later with the outbreak of the French wars. Robert Adam died and there was a long hiatus before it was agreed to proceed with a revised plan supervised by William Playfair. The Scott family had earlier moved to the newly built George Square, much of which would in due course be unbuilt to make way for more university expansion. The nearest you can get now to Scott’s birthplace is the narrow and uninviting cavern of South College Street which divides the Museum from Old College. At the corner of Chambers Street and Guthrie Street, opposite Old College, a plaque marks the spot ‘near which’ Scott was born.


Scott’s early experience of disappearing Edinburgh may have sparked his life-long interest in preserving the evidence of the past. He was growing up at a time when the town was changing and expanding. The school he attended, the Royal High School, was a new building at the end of Infirmary Street, a stone’s throw from College Wynd and no distance from George Square. Every new building brought the destruction of something old, but sometimes it brought discovery. The last decades of the 18th century and early decades of the 19th saw an unprecedented degree of disturbance of the earth, as the city expanded, canals dug, roads and railways built. The past was uncovered in a way it had never been before. Scott was a keen member of the Society of Antiquaries, founded in 1780 with the object of preserving the evidence. Scott’s novels also aimed to recover and explain Scotland’s past.


I walk down Chambers Street past the Museum, a building once very familiar to me as I worked there for 23 years. For the first 20 or so of those years I entered each day up the broad steps and crossed the lofty, light-filled main hall to my office at the back of the building. It was a good way to start the working day. But with the completion of the new Museum of Scotland, staff were required to enter at the back and could spend the whole day without setting foot in the Museum’s most inspiring space. Today I don’t go into the building, but continue my walk, up South College Street and through the underpass to the newer part of the university. I am heading for George Square, and the house at number 25 where the Scott family moved shortly after Walter’s birth.


George Square, what is left of it, marks Edinburgh’s first Georgian expansion, begun in 1766 when George III was on the throne, although the square was named for George Brown, brother of its architect James Brown. But you can’t go far in the centre of Edinburgh without encountering reminders of the Hanoverian monarchs and their families. We’ll meet them all over the New Town, the second and hugely ambitious phase of Georgian development. Scott would eventually live in the New Town, in Castle Street, while he worked energetically to preserve the past in his splendid Abbotsford home. The North Bridge, constructed to connect the Old Town with the proposed New, was completed in 1763, eight years before Scott’s birth.


When George Square first went up, it must have been peaceful, at a distance from the overcrowded, noisy, insalubrious High Street yet a short walk from the history the High Street contained, as well as from everything that mattered in the city’s professional life. It is not surprising that Scott himself became a bridge between past and present, and in his frequent crossings from one to the other he wasn’t always sure which was his favoured direction.


Henry Cockburn was born eight years later than Walter Scott. He wasn’t exactly sure where his birth took place, but believed it to have been in ‘one of the many lofty ranges of dwelling-houses which then formed the east side of Parliament Close’. At the northwest corner of Parliament Square was the room where the town council met, described by Cockburn many years later as a ‘low, dark blackguard-looking room… very dirty, with some small dens off it for clerks’. The gentlemen who gathered there were considered by Cockburn to be ‘omnipotent, corrupt, impenetrable’; they had charge of street paving and lighting, water, education, trade, provision (or not) for the poor, and the police. They were ‘silent, powerful, submissive, mysterious and irresponsible’. Cockburn goes on to say that Edinburgh’s town council was probably no worse – and possibly better – than any other. Many were ‘sinks of political and municipal iniquity’.
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One of Edinburgh’s many tartan gift shops. Alan Daiches. Courtesy National Library of Scotland.


The Edinburgh that the young Cockburn witnessed was changing, and in his view not always for the better. He was scathing about ‘improvements’ to the parliament building. ‘I cannot doubt that King Charles tried to spur his horse against the Vandals when he saw the profanation begin,’ he wrote indignantly, referring to the equestrian statue of Charles II that stands beside the building. He added that ‘there was such an absence of public spirit in Edinburgh then, that the building might have been painted scarlet without anybody objecting’. Vandalism against the fabric of the city is a recurring theme in Cockburn’s memoirs. The stalls and booths in Parliament Close, and ranged along the north flank of St Giles, were occupied by jewellers, cutlers, toymakers and booksellers and had once been like a bazaar out of the Arabian Nights, but in 1817 the last of them was swept away along with the Heart of Midlothian itself. Today’s gift shops are a poor reminder. By the time the Tolbooth was demolished the life of Edinburgh’s High Street had profoundly changed. To the north of the castle’s hill, on the far side of the North Loch, a transformation was taking place.


The New Town was under construction as Scott was growing up, so just as he was absorbing evidence of old Edinburgh, he had before him a prospect of the new. Cockburn describes the effect of the New Town on the Old Town life.




It was the rise of the new town that obliterated our old peculiarities with the greatest rapidity and effect. It not only changed our scenes and habits of life, but, by the mere inundation of modern population, broke up and, as then thought, vulgarised our prescriptive gentilities.





He went on to cite St Cecilia’s Hall in the Cowgate as an example of decay – ‘the best and most beautiful concert room I have ever yet seen’, where literary and fashionable people congregated:




gentlemen… with their side curls, and frills, and ruffles, and silver buckles; and our stately matrons stiffened in hoops, and gorgeous satin; and our beauties with high heeled shoes, powdered and pomatomed hair, and lofty and composite head dresses. All this was in the Cowgate! the last retreat nowadays of destitution and disease.





And he goes on to say that when he last saw St Cecilia’s Hall it ‘seemed to be partly an old-clothesman’s shop, and partly a brazier’s’. The hall had only been built in 1762. It is now restored and functioning again as a concert hall.


This illustrates the rapidity of change. Edinburgh itself became an emblem of possibility at the same time as a location of decline. Just as Scotland’s capital was drained of its cultural life blood when James VI went south, so the Old Town was abandoned by those whose personal, professional and creative lives had been anchored in its wynds and closes. The Heart of Midlothian was gone, in more ways than one. The nearby Mercat Cross was no longer a gathering point. But there was still plenty of activity, although the 19th-century ‘rage for improvement’ – Charles Kirkpatrick Sharp writing in the Edinburgh Observer in 1827 – continued to make inroads. An Improvement Act initiated a wave of removal and rebuilding. The West Bow, once a sharply angled street linking the Grassmarket with Castlehill, was partly demolished, removing what James Ballantine considered to be one of the noisiest quarters of the city:




the clinking of coppersmiths’ hammers, the bawling of speech criers, ballad-singers, and vendors of street merchandise, were mingled with the scraping of fiddles, the beating of drums, and the squeaking of cracked clarionets.





The demolition included the house of the infamous Major Weir. The equally infamous Burke and Hare also resided in West Bow. The upper section of West Bow became Victoria Street with Victoria Terrace above, completed in 1834. If you walk along the terrace today during a summer lunchtime you can covertly examine the food and drink of the patrons of the eateries that have spilled into the open air.


But feet continue to tramp over the heart on the street, appropriate perhaps, given that the 19th century gave it a new incarnation in which feet featured prominently. Heart of Midlothian was the name given to a dancing club, some of whose members enjoyed playing football. What started out as a kick-about in the High Street became more organised when they began playing on the Meadows, a grassy expanse half a mile to the south which had once been under water. By 1874 a football team had evolved from these informal beginnings, and the following year the Heart of Mid-Lothian Football Club joined the Scottish Football Association. In that year they played in the Scottish Cup for the first time, against the 3rd Edinburgh Rifle Volunteers. It wasn’t a promising start – the game ended in a scoreless draw – but Hearts, as they soon became known, went on to considerable early success, winning the league championship in 1895 and 1896, and the Scottish Cup four times in the period up to 1906. In 1902 they were declared World Champions. Hearts continued to play on the Meadows and also at Powburn and Powderhall until in 1881 they moved to Gorgie. Five years later they played their first match on their current ground at Tynecastle Park. Soon after the outbreak of war in 1914, 16 Hearts first team players enlisted in a volunteer battalion which became the 16th Royal Scots. They were joined by Hearts supporters, as well as players and supporters from other clubs. The seven players who lost their lives are commemorated on the Heart of Midlothian war memorial at Haymarket.


So the dancing feet on the High Street went on to dance their way around Edinburgh, Scotland and a large part of the globe, with varying success. But the shift westward of Edinburgh’s heart did not depend on winning matches. The 19th-century popularity of Walter Scott’s The Heart of Midlothian, once read all over the world, is now overshadowed by a very different resonance. Now the phrase is more likely to signify football than fiction. Similarly, few among the thousands who pass through Waverley Station every day are likely to have read the novel that gave it its name, although reminders of the station’s connection with Scott placed in the station to commemorate the bicentenary of the publication of Waverley (1814) may change that. (My friend John Burnett finds them ‘charming and ludicrous at the same time’.)


[image: ]


Tourists at the Mercat Cross. Rachel Calder.


Scott’s story of Jeannie and Effie Deans is bound into the topography of the Old Town and its immediate vicinity. And Scott’s fiction generally is bound into my childhood reading and understanding of Scotland’s past. He and Robert Louis Stevenson will make frequent appearances in what follows. For anyone acquainted with their books, it is impossible not to absorb the city through their eyes. The Deans family, the two sisters and their elderly Covenanting father, live in a small lonely farm at St Leonard’s Crags, ‘between Edinburgh and the mountain called Arthur’s Seat’. It is only half a mile from the town – and even by Scott’s time it had been built on – but it is rural and distant. The walk to the town links a struggling rural existence with urban life, providing a sense of both connection and contrast. At the time of her downfall, Effie is employed at the Saddletrees’ High Street establishment, a harness shop at the sign of the Golden Nag. It is an urban environment full of risk and temptation. But Jeanie remains a country lass, milking cows and running the dairy and looking after her father. She seems not to be comfortable in the Edinburgh streets, negotiating the Edinburgh rabble, conversing with Edinburgh folk. By the time we see Jeanie and her father entering the town to attend Effie’s trial we already know that Edinburgh is a place of dark spaces and dark deeds, of violence both judicial and criminal, with the Tolbooth, the Heart of Midlothian, looming over the daily lives of merchants and traders, lawyers and malefactors, rich and poor. Scott created a narrative embedded in Edinburgh that grew out of the town itself. It demonstrates gentility and sleaze cheek by jowl, comedy and tragedy, justice and exploitation, villainy and decency. It acts as a key to the city’s contradictions, as relevant today as it was when it was first read.
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Edinburgh Castle. Alan Daiches. Courtesy National Library of Scotland.





2


The native rock breaks through the Castle’s stone







The native rock breaks through
the Castle’s stone: and we are bonded
to our human past
George Bruce, ‘City Inscape’


Towering blackly, like iron upon the indomitable rock
Eric Linklater, Magnus Merriman





APPROACHING EDINBURGH FROM almost any direction, the castle at some point appears. It can be seen from the Pentland Hills to the south of the city, and from smaller Lothian hills. The stone of its structure seems organic to the rock upon which it is built. From a distance its uncompromising outline can be dark and grim, but it is transformed when it catches the golden light of sunset, or when it appears to float in early morning mist. Close to, it is a brooding presence, incongruous perhaps, ‘a Bass Rock upon dry land rooted in a garden’ as Robert Louis Stevenson described it, ‘shaken by passing trains, carrying a crown of battlements and turrets, and describing its warlike shadow over the liveliest and brightest thoroughfare of the new town’. This was written in the 1870s. Now the contrast is perhaps even greater as the ancient storehouse of history looks down on the banality of cut-price commerce spread along Princes Street.


Cities dominated by hilltop castles or cathedrals have a particular allure. Building on a hill is an uncompromising statement of power and dominance, as well as of defence, and a reminder of the smallness of ordinary lives. Even when distance renders the outline of Edinburgh’s castle a minor if distinctive excrescence on the landscape, it conveys unequivocally a sense of human construction and an endeavour to command. The castle brings to an abrupt and craggy end the dramatic skyline of spires and towers and rooftops that stretches west from the palace of Holyrood. It was part of Edinburgh’s beginning. ‘Fortress of the hill slope’ is the meaning of its original name, Dunedin. It was there when the Romans invaded the north of Britain, although they ignored it and built instead a port at Cramond on the Firth of Forth. At that time the fortress was probably little more than a rough outer wall of turf and stones guarding a cluster of turf dwellings. Later, this became a more solid wall surrounding a stone keep. But whatever the structures that topped the great mass of volcanic rock it was a natural stronghold. Although through its history the castle rock would be scaled more than once, and the castle itself bombarded and burned, it survived all attack.


The rock’s height commands views to the south and the east, to the Pentland Hills, the Lammermuirs and the Moorfoot Hills and the southern approaches that edge the Firth of Forth, the route that successive invading English armies usually took. To the north and west are vistas across the Forth, to Fife and towards the Highlands. On a clear day you can see beyond the Highland Line. David Masson described the prospect as it was in the 1860s:




Beneath you, paralleled and rectangle over a succession of slopes, the whole of the new city and its gardens, so that the cannon from where you stood could blast it into ruins at a descending angle, and so that always, when they do fire on peaceful gala-days, the windows of the city rattle and shiver with the far-going reverberations; beyond this city the villa studded banks of the Forth; again, beyond these the Firth’s own flashing waters; and, still beyond even these, the towns, villages, and heights of the opposite Fifeshire coast. On either side… other views… till you could make out, on a clear day, that the risings in the amethystine distance… were really the summits of the far Highland hills.





This commanding view is embedded in the castle’s character. It gives it a centrality rivalled only by Stirling castle to the north and west, which guards the upper crossing of the Forth and the divide between Highland and Lowland.


Caught in a throng of tourists spilling into the Lawnmarket and beating a way slowly up Castlehill, it is easy to lose touch with the past although it is the allure of the past that brings people here. Down at the foot of the rock Edinburgh citizens waiting for a bus or threading in and out of familiar stores may feel, like David Daiches, that the castle is ‘too much always there, too permanent and accepted and matter-of-course a feature of the skyline to arouse romantic suggestions’. But even the most complacent citizen will surely have moments of astonishment when they lift their eyes to the castle’s lofty presence.


When Chiang Yee, exiled from China and a dedicated traveller, visited Edinburgh in the 1940s he wrote that he liked to imagine that the original fortress on the rock was built at the same time as the Great Wall, which like the castle was constructed over many centuries, with its most substantial origins being around 200BC
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