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Introduction

It is perhaps easiest to visualise Edinburgh’s Old Town if you imagine a herring picked clean until only the skeleton remains. Edinburgh Castle is the head, and Holyrood Palace the tail. The ‘spine’ is the Royal Mile and the ‘bones’ are the 300 or so alleyways running at right angles to the central vertebrae.

From the Castle at the top, there are five separately named streets that make up the Royal Mile: Castlehill, Lawnmarket, High Street, Canongate and the Abbey Strand (a short section at the entrance to Holyrood Palace).

The aim of this e-book is to tell the story of the Royal Mile and the cast of characters associated with it. There is so much to see that a good guide is essential, and I’ve endeavoured to make sure every feature of interest is included to enable you to make the most of your visit. We begin at Edinburgh Castle esplanade and finish at Holyrood, where an Abbey was first created in the early twelfth century. (I’ve added further information on Holyrood Park, Greyfriars Bobby and Calton Hill, which I’m sure you’ll find a worthwhile supplement to your itinerary.) For ease of exploration, I recommend that you divide the Royal Mile into two sections, each of which will take either a morning or afternoon to complete. Since walking downhill is easier than walking up, I suggest the following:

Royal Mile 1 (morning or afternoon): Start at the Castle and finish at the Tron Church in the High Street. This section takes in the Castle, Castlehill, Lawnmarket, High Street (as far as Tron Church). Time to complete: 3-4 hours. (Covered by chapters one and two.)

Royal Mile 2 (morning or afternoon):

Start at High Street at the junction of North Bridge and proceed toward Holyrood. This section takes in High Street to Canongate, and Canongate to Holyrood Palace and Scottish Parliament.

Time to complete: 3-4 hours. (Covered by chapters three, four and five.)

Note: these timings allow time for you to stop for refreshment en route.

To ensure you need to make as few crossings of the Royal Mile as possible, I have sometimes grouped places of interest — marked left (L) or right (R) as you proceed down the hill — beyond the point of others still to be covered, which means you may have to backtrack a few yards on occasion. Please be aware the Royal Mile carries a fair amount of traffic and exercise caution when crossing the road.

It is important that visitors from right-hand drive countries remember to look right first before crossing.


Edinburgh Castle to Lawnmarket

In the early nineteenth century, a parade ground (esplanade) was completed for drilling troops garrisoned at the Castle. Every year since 1947 the Esplanade has been used to stage the Edinburgh Military Tattoo, an event which attracts 250,000 visitors annually.
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Edinburgh Castle


Castle Esplanade

Walking toward the Castle, two plaques can be seen on the left battlements. The first of these is in memory of David Leslie, Earl of Leven, who defended the city in 1689. The second commemorates officers and men of the Gordon Highlanders who fought in the second Boer War (1899-1902).

Cross the moat at the Castle entrance and view the statues of King Robert the Bruce (1274-1329) on the left, and Sir William Wallace (1270-1305) on the right.

Bruce defeated the army of Edward I at the Battle of Bannockburn in 1314 and set Scotland on the road to independence. At the declaration of Arbroath in 1320, a document was signed which declared: ‘So long as there be but one hundred of us who remain alive we shall never subject ourselves to the domination of the English. For it is not glory, it is not riches, neither is it honours, but it is Liberty alone that we fight and contend for, which no honest man will lose but with his life.’
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Sir Robert the Bruce
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Sir William Wallace

The statue of Sir William Wallace, by Alexander Carrick, was unveiled by George V in 1929. Wallace is of course well-known through the film ‘Braveheart’ which, although it takes a few liberties with fact, is largely a fair account of Wallace’s struggle. Soon after his wife was murdered by an English governor who controlled the garrison at Lanark, he raised an army and fought and beat numerically superior English forces at the Battle of Stirling Bridge, gaining Scotland’s freedom. It was short-lived, however. Squabbles soon broke out among nobles, who regarded Wallace of inferior birth. When Edward I returned from Europe, two among them sent word to the English king, who met and overcame Wallace at Falkirk in 1297. Wallace escaped, and continued to harass his enemy for the next seven years.

He was betrayed again by another noble, believed to be Sir John Mentieth. In 1305 he was tried, pronounced guilty, and given a traitor’s death: that of hanging and disembowelment. His body was drawn and quartered and his head severed and stuck on a pike at London Bridge. His quarters were put on public view at Newcastle, Berwick, Stirling and Perth. Wallace’s death (and the manner of his execution) served to harden the attitude of many Scots, Bruce included, who determined to free themselves from the English yoke.

On the north side of the Esplanade (facing Princes Street) the following memorials are on the left as you walk towards Castlehill:

72nd Duke of Albany’s Own Highlanders, Afghanistan War (1878-80).

Ensign Charles Ewart of the North British Dragoons, Battle of Waterloo (1815).

Field Marshal HRH Frederick, Duke of York and Albany, Commander-in Chief of the British Army in 1827.

The Scottish Horse Regiment, South African War (1901- 2).

Colonel Kenneth Douglas MacKenzie, 92nd Highlanders. 

78th Highland Regiment, Indian Mutiny 1857-58.

The Witches’ Fountain.

From 1479 until 1722, more than 300 people were burned for practising witchcraft in Edinburgh. The plaque above the fountain reads, ‘This fountain, designed by John Duncan, RSA, is near the site on which many witches were burned at the stake. The wicked head and serene head signify that some used their exceptional knowledge for evil purposes while others were misunderstood and wished their kind nothing but good. The serpent has the dual significance of evil and of wisdom. The foxglove spray emphasises the dual purpose of many common objects.’
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Witches’ Fountain


The top of the Royal Mile — Castlehill

Ramsay Gardens.

The elegant red and white ashlar-harled apartments on the left at the top of Castlehill are Ramsay Gardens, named for Scottish poet Allan Ramsay, who had an octagonally-shaped house built on the site in 1733. One of Ramsay’s friends, Lord Elibank, on being given a tour of the property, told him locals had likened it to a goose pie. Then, alluding to the fact his host had recently put on weight, added, ‘Indeed Allan, now I see you in it, I think the wags are not far wrong.’

Ramsay was born in Lanarkshire in 1684 and moved to Edinburgh in 1700, where he began writing his poems and was one of the founders of the ‘Easy Club’, a meeting place for those sympathetic to the Jacobite cause. (It was rumoured that, during the 1745 uprising, Bonnie Prince Charlie’s troops fired on Edinburgh Castle from the rooftop of Ramsay’s house — a claim for which there appears to be no basis in fact. Ramsay’s support for the Stuart cause, however, is much evident in his work. Ramsay’s fame spread in 1725 when he wrote The Gentle Shepherd, a hugely successful pastoral play that was performed as a ballad-opera. In the years that followed he began one of the first circulating libraries in Scotland, and opened a theatre in Carrubbers Close for the performance of dramatic plays, which met with stern disapproval from the city’s Calvinist clergy. Ramsay answered by penning a number of humorous poems attacking their hypocrisy. Ramsay Gardens were developed by botanist and biologist Patrick Geddes between 1890 and 1893.
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