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Traveling as a Temporary Local


Scotland is a little land that packs a big punch. From the yin-and-yang cities of Edinburgh and Glasgow to the rugged Highlands and remote islands, this fiercely proud country specializes in showing off its dramatic scenery and unique culture. Scotland’s famous clichés—whisky distilleries, moody glens, golf links, bagpipes, kilts, and yes, haggis—offer glimpses of a deeply engaging cultural feast.


This book breaks Scotland into its top big-city, small-town, and rural destinations. It gives you all the information and opinions necessary to wring the maximum value out of your limited time and money in each of these locations. If you plan a month or less for Scotland and have a normal appetite for information, this book is all you need. If you’re a travel-info fiend, this book sorts through all the superlatives and provides a handy rack upon which to hang your supplemental information.


Experiencing Scottish culture, people, and natural wonders economically and hassle-free has been my goal for more than three decades of traveling, tour guiding, and travel writing. With this book, I pass on to you the lessons I’ve learned, updated for your trip.


While including the predictable biggies (such as Edinburgh, Glasgow, Stirling, and the Isle of Skye), this book also mixes in a healthy dose of Back Door intimacy (windswept moors, evocative glens, and small-town Highland Games). It is selective. Scotland has 790 islands, but I recommend just my favorites: Skye, Mull, Iona, Staffa, and Orkney.


The best is, of course, only my opinion. But after spending much of my life researching Europe, I’ve developed a sixth sense for what travelers enjoy. The places featured in this book will knock your spots off.
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Use this legend to help you navigate the maps in this book.


ABOUT THIS BOOK


Rick Steves Scotland is a personal tour guide in your pocket. This book is organized by destinations. Each is a mini vacation on its own, filled with exciting sights, strollable neighborhoods, homey and affordable places to stay, and memorable places to eat. Within the destination chapters, you’ll find these sections:


Planning Your Time suggests a schedule for how to best use your limited time.


Orientation has specifics on public transportation, helpful hints, local tour options, easy-to-read maps, and tourist information.


Sights describes the top attractions and includes their cost and hours.


Self-Guided Walks take you through interesting neighborhoods, pointing out sights and fun stops.


Sleeping describes my favorite hotels, from good-value deals to cushy splurges.


Eating serves up a buffet of options, from inexpensive pubs to fancy restaurants.


Connections outlines your options for traveling to destinations by train, bus, and plane, plus route tips for drivers.


The Scotland: Past and Present chapter gives a quick overview of Scottish history and culture.


Practicalities is a traveler’s tool kit, with my best tips about money, sightseeing, sleeping, eating, staying connected, and transportation (trains, buses, ferries, car rentals, driving, and flights). Here you’ll also find definitions of typically Scottish terms.


The appendix has the nuts-and-bolts: useful phone numbers and websites, a holiday and festival list, recommended books and films, a climate chart, a handy packing checklist, and a fun British-Yankee dictionary.




Key to This Book


Updates


This book is updated regularly, but things change. For the latest, visit www.ricksteves.com/update.


Abbreviations and Times


I use the following symbols and abbreviations in this book:


Sights are rated:










	▲▲▲

	Don’t miss






	▲▲

	Try hard to see






	▲

	Worthwhile if you can make it






	No rating

	Worth knowing about







Tourist information offices are abbreviated as TI, and bathrooms are WCs. To categorize accommodations, I use a Sleep Code (described on here).


Like Europe, this book uses the 24-hour clock for schedules. It’s the same through 12:00 noon, then keeps going: 13:00, 14:00, and so on. For anything over 12, subtract 12 and add p.m. (14:00 is 2:00 p.m.).


When giving opening times, I include both peak season and off-season hours if they differ. So, if a museum is listed as “May-Oct daily 9:00-16:00,” it should be open from 9 a.m. until 4 p.m. from the first day of May until the last day of October (but expect exceptions).


A [image: Image] symbol indicates that a free, downloadable self-guided Rick Steves audio tour is available.


For transit or tour departures, I first list the frequency, then the duration. So, a train connection listed as “2/hour, 1.5 hours” departs twice each hour, and the journey lasts an hour and a half.





Browse through this book, choose your favorite destinations, and link them up. Then have a brilliant trip! Traveling like a temporary local, you’ll get the absolute most out of every mile, minute, and dollar. And, as you visit places I know and love, I’m happy that you’ll be meeting some of my favorite Scottish people.


Planning


This section will help you get started on planning your trip—with advice on trip costs, when to go, and what you should know before you take off.


TRAVEL SMART


Your trip to Scotland is like a complex play—it’s easier to follow and really appreciate on a second viewing. While no one does the same trip twice to gain that advantage, reading this book in its entirety before your travels accomplishes much the same thing.
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Design an itinerary that enables you to visit sights at the best possible times. Note festivals, holidays, specifics on sights, and days when sights are closed. To connect the dots smoothly, read the tips in Practicalities on taking trains and buses, or renting a car and driving. Designing a smart trip is a fun, doable, and worthwhile challenge.


Make your itinerary a mix of intense and relaxed stretches. To maximize rootedness, minimize one-night stands. It’s worth a long drive after dinner (or a train or bus ride with a dinner picnic) to be settled into a town for two nights. Every trip—and every traveler—needs slack time (laundry, picnics, people-watching, and so on). Pace yourself. Assume you will return.


Reread this book as you travel, and visit local tourist information offices (abbreviated as TI in this book). Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure; confirm the train, bus, or road you’ll take when you leave.


Even with the best-planned itinerary, you’ll need to be flexible. Update your plans as you travel. Get online or call ahead to double-check tourist information, learn the latest on sights (special events, tour schedules, and so on), book tickets and tours, make reservations, reconfirm hotels, and research transportation connections.


Enjoy the friendliness of the Scottish people. Connect with the culture. Set up your own quest for the best hike, castle, or whisky. Slow down and be open to unexpected experiences. You speak the language—use it! Ask questions—most locals are eager to point you in their idea of the right direction. Keep a notepad in your pocket for noting directions, organizing your thoughts, and confirming prices. Wear your money belt, learn the currency, and figure out how to estimate prices in dollars. Those who expect to travel smart, do.


TRIP COSTS


Five components make up your trip costs: airfare, surface transportation, room and board, sightseeing and entertainment, and shopping and miscellany.


Airfare: A basic round-trip flight from the US to Edinburgh can cost, on average, about $1,000-2,000 total, depending on where you fly from and when (cheaper in winter). If your trip extends beyond Scotland, consider saving time and money by flying into one city and out of another—for instance, into Edinburgh and out of Amsterdam. Overall, Kayak.com is the best place to start searching for flights on a combination of mainstream and budget carriers.


Surface Transportation: For a two-week whirlwind trip of all my recommended Scottish destinations, allow $250 per person for public transportation (train and bus tickets). If you’ll be renting a car, allow at least $230 per week, not including tolls, gas, and supplemental insurance. If you’ll be keeping the car for three weeks or more, look into leasing, which can save you money on insurance and taxes for trips of this length. Car rentals and leases are cheapest when arranged from the US. For more on public transportation and car rental, see “Transportation” in Practicalities.


Room and Board: You can thrive in Scotland on $120 a day per person for room and board (more in big cities). This allows $15 for lunch, $35 for dinner, and $70 for lodging (based on two people splitting the cost of a $140 double room that includes breakfast). Students and tightwads can enjoy Scotland for as little as $60 ($30 for a bed, $30 for meals and snacks).


Sightseeing and Entertainment: Figure about $12-25 per major sight (Edinburgh Castle-$27, Stirling Castle-$23, around $12-15 for whisky distillery tours), $5-8 for minor ones (St. Andrew’s Cathedral tower climb-$7.20), and $35-80 for splurge experiences (e.g., bus tours and concerts). For information on various sightseeing passes, see here. An overall average of $30 a day works for most people. Don’t skimp here. After all, this category is the driving force behind your trip—you came to sightsee, enjoy, and experience Scotland.




Scotland at a Glance


This book’s destinations are organized roughly south (the Lowlands) to north (the Highlands).


The Lowlands


▲▲▲Edinburgh Proud and endlessly entertaining Scottish capital, with an imposing castle, attraction-studded Royal Mile, excellent museums, and atmospheric neighborhoods.





▲▲Glasgow Scotland’s fun and funky biggest city—gritty but gentrifying, and packed with gregarious locals, edgy culture, and a treasure trove of 20th-century architecture.





▲Stirling and Nearby Site of one of Scotland’s top castles (home of the Stuart kings) overlooking a historic plain, with great sights nearby—from giant horse heads and a Ferris wheel for boats at Falkirk to Highland scenery in the Trossachs.





▲▲St. Andrews Beach town that hosts Scotland’s top university and the world’s most famous golf course, plus top-notch industrial museums in nearby Dundee and charming coastal scenery in the East Neuk.





The Highlands


▲▲Oban and the Inner Hebrides Handy home-base town of Oban, with boat trips to the isles of Mull, Iona, and Staffa.





▲Glencoe and Fort William Stirring “Weeping Glen” of Glencoe offering some of the Highlands’ best scenery and hikes, plus the transit-hub town of Fort William and the historic “Road to the Isles."





▲▲Inverness and Loch Ness Regional capital with easy access to more Highland sights, including Culloden Battlefield (Scotland’s Alamo) and monster-spotting at the famous Loch Ness.





▲Eastern Scotland Grab-bag of sights between Inverness and Edinburgh, including the whisky and hillwalking mecca of Pitlochry, a look at early Iron Age crannog life on Loch Tay, the distilleries of Speyside, the Queen’s Scottish retreat at Balmoral Castle, and cliff-capping Dunnottar Castle.





▲▲Isle of Skye Dramatically scenic island with craggy Cuillin Hills, jagged Trotternish Peninsula, castles, a distillery, dynamic clan history, and the colorful harbor town of Portree.





Northern Scotland Some of the Highlands’ best get-away-from-it-all scenery along Wester Ross and the north coast, plus the fascinating Orkney Islands—with Scotland’s best prehistoric sites, evocative Old Norse history, and WWI/WWII naval harbor.





Shopping and Miscellany: Figure roughly $2 per postcard, $3 for tea or an ice-cream cone, and $5 per pint of beer. Shopping can vary in cost from nearly nothing to a small fortune. Good budget travelers find that this category has little to do with assembling a trip full of lifelong memories.


SIGHTSEEING PRIORITIES


So much to see, so little time. How to choose? Depending on the length of your trip, and taking geographic proximity into account, here are my recommended priorities:










	
3 days:

	Edinburgh






	5 days, add:

	Glasgow, Stirling






	7 days, add:

	Oban, Glencoe






	9 days, add:

	Inverness, Loch Ness, Culloden






	11 days, add:

	Isle of Skye






	13 days, add:

	St. Andrews, Mull/Iona/Staffa






	15 days, add:

	Your choice of sights near Stirling or in Eastern Scotland






	17 days, add:

	Orkney






	21 days, add:

	More sights near Stirling, Wester Ross and the north coast, and slow down







The top 15 days include everything on my “Scotland’s Best Two-Week Trip by Car” itinerary and map (see here). If you’re traveling here in summer, check schedules for Highland Games in the areas you’re visiting, and plan your time accordingly.


Build your itinerary to match your interests. Golfers make a pilgrimage to St. Andrews; nature lovers add extra time for hiking in Glencoe; whisky aficionados appreciate Speyside and Pitlochry; royalists tour Balmoral and Glamis castles; prehistorians prioritize Orkney, Kilmartin Glen, and Clava Cairns; and those interested in Scotland’s industrial heritage check out the Caledonian Canal, Falkirk Wheel, and excellent museums in Dundee.




Scotland’s Best Two-Week Trip by Car
















	Day

	Plan

	Sleep in






	1

	Arrive Edinburgh

	Edinburgh






	2

	Edinburgh

	Edinburgh






	3

	Edinburgh

	Edinburgh






	4

	More time in Edinburgh, then train to Glasgow

	Glasgow






	5

	Glasgow

	Glasgow






	6

	Pick up car, drive to Oban

	Oban






	7

	Side-trip to Mull and Iona

	Oban






	8

	Drive through Glencoe this morning, then to Isle of Skye

	Isle of Skye






	9

	Isle of Skye

	Isle of Skye






	10

	Drive along Caledonian Canal and Loch Ness to Inverness

	Inverness






	11

	Inverness and side-trip to Culloden and other sights

	Inverness






	12

	Head south, enjoying your choice of sights in Eastern Scotland or St. Andrews

	Pitlochry, Ballater, or St. Andrews






	13

	More Eastern Scotland or St. Andrews sightseeing; spend evening in Stirling

	Stirling






	14

	Stirling Castle and nearby sights

	Stirling






	15

	Drive to Edinburgh for your flight home

	Stirling









While this two-week itinerary is designed to be done by car after leaving Glasgow, most connections can be done by bus with a few modifications: You may want to rent a car for your day on Skye; consider a package tour for Highland side-tripping from Inverness; and at the end, go from Inverness straight to Stirling (skipping Eastern Scotland sights, which are out of the way by public transit).


If cities aren’t your thing, consider skipping Glasgow (or doing it at the end, as a side-trip from Stirling) to make more time for the countryside.


[image: Image]


With more time, slow down and linger—or enjoy additional scenery by looping around the north of Scotland: Wester Ross, the north coast, and the Orkney Islands.





WHEN TO GO


In most of Scotland, July and August are peak season—with very long days, the best weather, and the busiest schedule of tourist fun. (Edinburgh is especially swamped throughout August, during the city’s festival season.) While it never quite feels “crowded,” Scotland has a finite number of B&Bs and restaurants—and they are jam-packed in July and August.


Travel during “shoulder season” (May, early June, Sept, and early Oct) is easier and can be a bit less expensive. In fact, many travelers’ favorite time to visit Scotland is May and June: smaller crowds, the full range of sights and tourist fun spots, and the ability to grab a room almost whenever and wherever they like—often at a flexible price. Even in the peak of summer, Scotland’s damp and chilly climate means that sunny weather is far from guaranteed—you may do just as well in shoulder season.




[image: Image] Rick Steves Audio Europe [image: Image]


My free Rick Steves Audio Europe app is a great tool for enjoying Europe. This app makes it easy to download my audio tours of top attractions, plus hours of travel interviews, all organized into destination-specific playlists.


My self-guided audio tours of major sights and neighborhoods are free, user-friendly, fun, and informative. Among these tours is my Royal Mile Walk in Edinburgh, which is marked with this symbol: [image: Image]. You can choose whether to follow the written tour in this book, or pop in your earbuds and listen to essentially the same information—freeing up your eyes to appreciate the sights along the walk. My audio tours are hard to beat: Nobody will stand you up, the quality is reliable, you can take the tour exactly when you like, and the price is right.


The Rick Steves Audio Europe app also offers a far-reaching library of insightful travel interviews from my public radio show with experts from around the globe—including many of the places in this book.


[image: image]


This app and all of its content are entirely free. You can download Rick Steves Audio Europe via Apple’s App Store, Google Play, or the Amazon Appstore. For more information, see www.ricksteves.com/audio europe.





Winter travelers find absolutely no crowds and soft room prices, but sightseeing hours are shorter and the weather is reliably bad. Some attractions open only on weekends or close entirely in the winter (Nov-Feb). The weather can be cold and dreary, and nightfall draws the shades on sightseeing well before dinnertime. While rural charm falls with the leaves, city sightseeing is fine in the winter.


Plan for rain no matter when you go. Just keep traveling and take full advantage of bright spells. The weather can change several times in a day, but rarely is it extreme. As the locals say, “There is no bad weather, only inappropriate clothing.” Bring a jacket and dress in layers. Temperatures below 32°F cause headlines, and days that break 80°F—while more frequent in recent years—are still rare in Scotland. (For more information, see the climate chart in the appendix.) While sunshine may be rare, summer days are very long. The midsummer sun is up from 6:30 until 22:30. It’s not uncommon to have a gray day, eat dinner, and enjoy hours of sunshine afterward.


KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


Check this list of things to arrange while you’re still at home.


You need a passport—but no visa or shots—to travel in Scotland. You may be denied entry into certain European countries if your passport is due to expire within three months of your ticketed date of return. Get it renewed if you’ll be cutting it close. It can take up to six weeks to get or renew a passport (for more on passports, see www.travel.state.gov). Pack a photocopy of your passport in your luggage in case the original is lost or stolen.


Book rooms well in advance if you’ll be traveling during peak season or any major holidays or festivals (see list on here).


Call your debit- and credit-card companies to let them know the countries you’ll be visiting, to ask about fees, to request your PIN code (it will be mailed to you), and more. See here for details.


Do your homework if you want to buy travel insurance. Compare the cost of the insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Also, check whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas. For more tips, see www.ricksteves.com/insurance.


Consider buying a rail pass after researching your options (see page and www.ricksteves.com/rail for all the specifics).


Tickets to Edinburgh’s Military Tattoo (Aug) sell out early—book as far ahead as possible (www.edintattoo.co.uk; for details, see here).


If you’ll be in Edinburgh at festival time (most of Aug), check the schedule for theater and music ahead of time. If there’s something you just have to see, consider buying tickets before you go (for tips, see here, and for a current festival schedule, visit www.eif.co.uk and www.edfringe.com). Other good places for live shows are Glasgow and even little Pitlochry (with its hardworking Festival Theatre, www.pitlochryfestivaltheatre.com).


To golf at St. Andrews’ famous Old Course, you’ll need to reserve the previous fall, or put your name in for the “ballot” two days before (see here).


If you plan to hire a local guide, reserve ahead by email. Popular guides can get booked up.


If you’re bringing a mobile device, consider signing up for an international plan for cheaper calls, texts, and data (see here). Download any apps you might want to use on the road, such as maps, transit schedules, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see here).




How Was Your Trip?


Were your travels fun, smooth, and meaningful? If you’d like to share your tips, concerns, and discoveries, please fill out the survey at www.ricksteves.com/feedback. To check out readers’ hotel and restaurant reviews—or leave one yourself—visit my travel forum at www.ricksteves.com/travel-forum. I value your feedback. Thanks in advance.





Traveling as a Temporary Local


We travel all the way to Scotland to enjoy differences—to become temporary locals. You’ll experience frustrations. Certain truths that we find “God-given” or “self-evident,” such as cold beer, ice in drinks, bottomless cups of coffee, “the customer is king,” and bigger being better, are suddenly not so true. One of the benefits of travel is the eye-opening realization that there are logical, civil, and even better alternatives. A willingness to go local ensures that you’ll enjoy a full dose of Scottish hospitality.


Europeans generally like Americans. But if there is a negative aspect to the Scottish image of Americans, it’s that we are loud, wasteful, ethnocentric, too informal (which can seem disrespectful), and a bit naive.


The Scots (and Europeans in general) place a high value on speaking quietly in restaurants and on trains. Listen while on the bus or in a restaurant—the place can be packed, but the decibel level is low. Try to adjust your volume accordingly to show respect for their culture.


[image: image]


While the Scots look bemusedly at some of our Yankee excesses—and worriedly at others—they nearly always afford individual travelers all the warmth we deserve.


Judging from all the happy feedback I receive from travelers who have used this book, it’s safe to assume you’ll enjoy a great, affordable vacation—with the finesse of an independent, experienced traveler.


Thanks, and have a brilliant holiday!


[image: image]




Back Door Travel Philosophy


From Rick Steves Europe Through the Back Door


Travel is intensified living—maximum thrills per minute and one of the last great sources of legal adventure. Travel is freedom. It’s recess, and we need it.


Experiencing the real Europe requires catching it by surprise, going casual...“through the Back Door.”


Affording travel is a matter of priorities. (Make do with the old car.) You can eat and sleep—simply, safely, and enjoyably—anywhere in Europe for $100 a day plus transportation costs. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see. Europe is a cultural carnival, and time after time, you’ll find that its best acts are free and the best seats are the cheap ones.


A tight budget forces you to travel close to the ground, meeting and communicating with the people. Never sacrifice sleep, nutrition, safety, or cleanliness to save money. Simply enjoy the local-style alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants.


Connecting with people carbonates your experience. Extroverts have more fun. If your trip is low on magic moments, kick yourself and make things happen. If you don’t enjoy a place, maybe you don’t know enough about it. Seek the truth. Recognize tourist traps. Give a culture the benefit of your open mind. See things as different, but not better or worse. Any culture has plenty to share. When an opportunity presents itself, make it a habit to say “yes.”


Of course, travel, like the world, is a series of hills and valleys. Be fanatically positive and militantly optimistic. If something’s not to your liking, change your liking.


Travel can make you a happier American, as well as a citizen of the world. Our Earth is home to seven billion equally precious people. It’s humbling to travel and find that other people don’t have the “American Dream”—they have their own dreams. Europeans like us, but with all due respect, they wouldn’t trade passports.


Thoughtful travel engages us with the world. It reminds us what is truly important. By broadening perspectives, travel teaches new ways to measure quality of life.


Globetrotting destroys ethnocentricity, helping us understand and appreciate other cultures. Rather than fear the diversity on this planet, celebrate it. Among your most prized souvenirs will be the strands of different cultures you choose to knit into your own character. The world is a cultural yarn shop, and Back Door travelers are weaving the ultimate tapestry. Join in!
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SCOTLAND


Map: Scotland


One of the three countries that make up Great Britain, rugged, feisty, colorful Scotland stands apart. Whether it’s the laid-back, less-organized nature of the people, the stony architecture, the unmanicured landscape, or simply the haggis, go-its-own-way Scotland is distinctive.


[image: image]


Scotland encompasses about a third of Britain’s geographical area (30,400 square miles), but has less than a tenth of its population (about 5.3 million). This sparsely populated chunk of land stretches to Norwegian latitudes. Its Shetland Islands, at about 60°N (similar to Anchorage, Alaska), are the northernmost point in Britain. You may see Scotland referred to as “Caledonia” (its ancient Roman name) or “Alba” (its Gaelic name). Scotland’s fortunes were long tied to the sea; all of its leading cities are located along firths (estuaries), where major rivers connect to ocean waters.


The southern part of Scotland, called the Lowlands, is relatively flat and urbanized. The northern area—the Highlands—features a wild, severely undulating terrain, punctuated by lochs (lakes) and fringed by sea lochs (inlets) and islands.
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The Highland Boundary Fault that divides Scotland geologically also divides it culturally. Historically, there were two distinct identities: rougher Highlanders in the northern wilderness and the more refined Lowlanders in the southern flatlands and cities. Highlanders represented the stereotypical image of “true Scots,” speaking Gaelic, wearing kilts, and playing bagpipes, while Lowlanders spoke languages of Saxon origin and wore trousers. After the Scottish Reformation, the Lowlanders embraced Protestantism, while the Highlanders stuck to Catholicism. Although this Lowlands/Highlands division has faded over time, some Scots still cling to it.




Scotland Almanac


Official Name: Scotland.


Population: About 5.3 million. Scotland is mostly English-speaking, though about 1.5 million people use the Scots “language,” and about 60,000 speak Scottish Gaelic.


Latitude and Longitude: 57° N and 4° W. The Shetland Islands are Scotland’s northernmost point, at 60°N (similar to Anchorage, Alaska).


Area: 30,400 square miles, about the size of South Carolina.


Geography: Scotland’s flatter southern portion is the Lowlands; the Highlands to the north are more wild and hilly, and the country boasts over 6,000 miles of coastline and 787 islands (only about 130 are inhabited). Ben Nevis in western Scotland (at 4,406 feet) is Great Britain’s highest peak.


Biggest Cities: Glasgow has 600,000 people, Edinburgh 490,000.


Economy: The gross domestic product is about $141 billion, and the GDP per capita is $26,400. The Scottish service sector (including retail and financial services) has become an increasingly significant part of its economy, producing 72 percent of all economic activity in 2011.


Scotland’s main exports include food and drink, as well as chemicals and petroleum products. Scotch whisky comprises a quarter of all UK food and drink exports; exports to the US represent the biggest market for Scotch by value, though France is the biggest market by volume.


Scotland uses the same currency as UK countries England, Wales, and Northern Ireland: the pound sterling.


Government: Queen Elizabeth II officially heads the country—but for Scots she is simply Queen Elizabeth, not Queen Elizabeth II. (Scotland and England were separate monarchies when England had their first Elizabeth.) David Cameron is the UK’s prime minister, and Nicola Sturgeon is Scotland’s first minister.


[image: image]


Flag: The Saltire, with a diagonal, X-shaped white cross on a blue field, is meant to represent the crucifixion of Scotland’s patron saint, the apostle Andrew.


The Average Scot: The average Scottish person will live to age 79 and doesn’t identify with an organized religion. He or she has free health care, gets 28 vacation days a year (versus 16 in the US), lives within a five-minute walk of a park or green space, and gets outdoors at least once a week.





The Lowlands are dominated by a pair of rival cities: Edinburgh (on the east coast’s Firth of Forth) and Glasgow (on the west coast’s Firth of Clyde) mark the endpoints of Scotland’s 75-mile-long “Central Belt,” where three-quarters of the country’s population resides. Edinburgh, the old royal capital, teems with Scottish history and is the country’s best tourist attraction. Glasgow, once a gloomy industrial city, is becoming a hip, laid-back city of art, music, and architecture. In addition to these two cities—both of which warrant a visit—the Lowlands’ highlights include the medieval university town and golf mecca of St. Andrews, the small city of Stirling (with its castle and many nearby historic sites), and selected countryside stopovers.


[image: image]


Generally, the Highlands are hungry for the tourist dollar, and everything overtly Scottish is exploited to the kilt; you need to spend some time here to get to know the area’s true character. You can get a feel for the Highlands with a quick drive to Oban, through Glencoe, then up the Caledonian Canal to Inverness. With more time, the Isles of Iona, Staffa, and Mull (an easy day trip from Oban); the Isle of Skye; the handy distillery town of Pitlochry; and countless brooding countryside castles will flesh out your Highlands experience. And for those really wanting to get off the beaten path, continue north—all the way up the dramatic west coast (called Wester Ross) to John O’Groats, at Britain’s northeastern tip. To go farther, cross the Pentland Firth to Orkney, with its own unique culture and history.


[image: image]


At these northern latitudes, cold and drizzly weather isn’t uncommon—even in midsummer. The blazing sun can quickly be covered over by black clouds and howling wind. Your B&B host will warn you to prepare for “four seasons in one day.” Because Scots feel personally responsible for bad weather, they tend to be overly optimistic about forecasts. Take any Scottish promise of “sun by the afternoon” with a grain of salt—and bring your raincoat, just in case.


Americans and Canadians of Scottish descent enjoy coming “home” to Scotland. If you’re Scottish, your surname will tell you which clan your ancestors likely belonged to. The prefix “Mac” (or “Mc”) means “son of”—so “MacDonald” means the same thing as “Donaldson.” Tourist shops everywhere are happy to help you track down your clan’s tartan (distinctive plaid pattern). For more on how these “clan tartans” don’t go back as far as you might think, see the sidebar on here.


Scotland shares a monarchy with the rest of the United Kingdom, though to Scots, Queen Elizabeth II is just “Queen Elizabeth"; the first Queen Elizabeth ruled England, but not Scotland. (In this book, I use Great Britain’s numbering.) Scotland is not a sovereign state, but it is a “nation” in that it has its own traditions, ethnic identity, languages (Gaelic and Scots), and football league. To some extent, it even has its own government.
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Recently, Scotland has enjoyed its greatest measure of political autonomy in centuries—a trend called “devolution.” In 1999, the Scottish parliament convened in Edinburgh for the first time in almost 300 years; in 2004, it moved into its brand-new building near the foot of the Royal Mile. Though the Scottish parliament’s powers are limited (most major decisions are still made in London), the Scots are enjoying the refreshing breeze of increased self-governance. In a 2014 independence referendum, the Scots favored staying in the United Kingdom by a margin of 10 percent. The question of independence will likely remain a pivotal issue in Scotland for many years to come. (For more on Scotland’s rocky history with British rule and devolution, see here.)
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Scotland even has its own currency...sort of. Scots use the same coins as England, Wales, and Northern Ireland, but Scotland also prints its own bills (featuring Scottish rather than English people and landmarks). Just to confuse tourists, three different banks print Scottish pound notes, each with a different design. In the Lowlands (around Edinburgh and Glasgow), you’ll receive both Scottish and English pounds from ATMs and in change. But in the Highlands, you’ll almost never see English pounds. Bank of England notes are legal and widely used; Northern Ireland bank notes are legal but less common.
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The Scottish flag—a diagonal, X-shaped white cross on a blue field—represents the cross of Scotland’s patron saint, the Apostle Andrew (who was crucified on an X-shaped cross). You may not realize it, but you see the Scottish flag every time you look at the Union Jack: England’s flag (the red St. George’s cross on a white field) superimposed on Scotland’s (a blue field with a white diagonal cross). The diagonal red cross (St. Patrick’s cross) over Scotland’s white one represents Northern Ireland. (Wales gets no love on the Union Jack.)
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British, Scottish, and English


Scotland and England have been tied together for more than 300 years, since the Act of Union in 1707. For a century and a half afterward, Scottish nationalists rioted for independence in Edinburgh’s streets and led rebellions (“uprisings”) in the Highlands. In this controversial union, history is clearly seen through two very different filters.


If you tour a British-oriented sight, such as Edinburgh’s National War Museum Scotland, you’ll find things told in a “happy union” way, which ignores the long history of Scottish resistance—from the ancient Picts through the time of Robert the Bruce. The official line: In 1706-1707, it was clear to England and certain parties in Scotland (especially landowners from the Lowlands) that it was in their mutual interest to dissolve the Scottish government and fold it into Britain, to be ruled from London.


But talk to a cabbie or your B&B host, and you may get a different spin. Scottish independence is still a hot-button issue. Since 2007, the Scottish National Party (SNP) has owned the largest majority in the Scottish Parliament. During a landmark referendum in September 2014, the Scots voted to remain part of the union—but many polls, right up until election day, suggested that things could easily have gone the other way.


The rift shows itself in sports, too. While the English may refer to a British team in international competition as “English,” the Scots are careful to call it “British.” If a Scottish athlete does well, the English call him “British.” If he screws up...he’s a clumsy Scot.





Here in “English-speaking” Scotland, you may still encounter a language barrier. First is the lovely, lilting Scottish accent—which many linguists consider to be a separate language, called “Scots.” You may already know several Scots words: lad, lassie, wee, bonnie, glen, loch, aye. On menus, you’ll see neeps and tatties (turnips and potatoes). And in place names, you’ll see ben (mountain), brae (hill), firth (estuary), and kyle (strait). Second is Gaelic (pronounced “gallic” here; Ireland’s closely related Celtic language is pronounced “gaylic”)—the ancient Celtic language of the Scots. While only one percent of the population speaks Gaelic, it’s making a comeback—particularly in the remote and traditional Highlands. For more on the languages of Scotland—including a glossary of Scots words—see here.


While soccer is as popular here as anywhere, golf is Scotland’s other national sport. But in Scotland, it’s not necessarily considered an exclusively upper-class pursuit; you can generally play a round at a basic course for about £15. While Scotland’s best scenery is along the west coast, its best golfing is on the east coast—home to many of its most prestigious golf courses. Most of these are links courses, which use natural sand from the beaches for the bunkers. For tourists, these links are more authentic, more challenging, and more fun than the regular-style courses (with artificial landforms) farther inland. If you’re a golfer, St. Andrews—on the east coast—is a pilgrimage worth making.
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Outside of the main cities, Scotland’s sights are subtle, but its misty glens, brooding countryside castles, and warm culture are plenty engaging. Whether toasting with beer, whisky, or Scotland’s favorite soft drink Irn-Bru, enjoy meeting the Scottish people. It’s easy to fall in love with the irrepressible spirit and beautiful landscape of this faraway corner of Britain.
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Edinburgh is the historical, cultural, and political capital of Scotland. For nearly a thousand years, Scotland’s kings, parliaments, writers, thinkers, and bankers have called Edinburgh home. Today, it remains Scotland’s most sophisticated city.
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Edinburgh (ED’n-burah—only tourists pronounce it like “Pittsburgh”) is Scotland’s showpiece and one of Europe’s most entertaining cities. It’s a place of stunning vistas—nestled among craggy bluffs and studded with a prickly skyline of spires, towers, domes, and steeples. Proud statues of famous Scots dot the urban landscape. The buildings are a harmonious yellow-gray, all built from the same local sandstone.


Culturally, Edinburgh has always been the place where Lowland culture (urban and English) met Highland style (rustic and Gaelic). Tourists will find no end of traditional Scottish clichés: whisky tastings, kilt shops, bagpipe-playing buskers, and gimmicky tours featuring Scotland’s bloody history and ghost stories.


Edinburgh is two cities in one. The Old Town stretches along the Royal Mile, from the grand castle on top to the palace on the bottom. Along this colorful labyrinth of cobbled streets and narrow lanes, medieval skyscrapers stand shoulder to shoulder, hiding peaceful courtyards.


A few hundred yards north of the Old Town lies the New Town. It’s a magnificent planned neighborhood (from the 1700s). Here, you’ll enjoy upscale shops, broad boulevards, straight streets, square squares, circular circuses, and Georgian mansions decked out in Greek-style columns and statues.


Today’s Edinburgh is big in banking, scientific research, and scholarship at its four universities. Since 1999, when Scotland regained a measure of self-rule, Edinburgh reassumed its place as home of the Scottish Parliament. The city hums with life. Students and professionals pack the pubs and art galleries. It’s especially lively in August, when the Edinburgh Festival takes over the town. Historic, monumental, fun, and well organized, Edinburgh is a tourist’s delight.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


While the major sights can be seen in a day, I’d give Edinburgh two days and three nights.


Day 1: Tour the castle, then consider catching a city bus tour for a one-hour loop (departing from a block below the castle at the Hub/Tolbooth Church; you could munch a sandwich from the top deck if you’re into multitasking). Back near the castle, take my self-guided Royal Mile walk, stopping in at shops and museums that interest you (Gladstone’s Land is tops). At the bottom of the Mile, consider visiting the Scottish Parliament, the Palace of Holyroodhouse, or both. If the weather’s good, you could hike back to your B&B along the Salisbury Crags.


Day 2: Visit the National Museum of Scotland. After lunch (several great choices nearby, on Forrest Road), stroll through the Princes Street Gardens and the Scottish National Gallery. Then follow my self-guided walk through the New Town, visiting the Scottish National Portrait Gallery and the Georgian House—or squeeze in a quick tour of the good ship Britannia (check last entry time before you head out).


Evenings: Options include various “haunted Edinburgh” walks, literary pub crawls, or live music in pubs. Sadly, full-blown traditional folk performances are just about extinct, surviving only in excruciatingly schmaltzy variety shows put on for tour-bus groups. Perhaps the most authentic evening out is just settling down in a pub to sample the whisky and local beers while meeting the locals...and attempting to understand them through their thick Scottish accents (see “Nightlife in Edinburgh,” here).


Orientation to Edinburgh


A VERBAL MAP


With 490,000 people (835,000 in the metro area), Edinburgh is Scotland’s second-biggest city (after Glasgow). But the tourist’s Edinburgh is compact: Old Town, New Town, and the Dalkeith Road B&B area.


Edinburgh’s Old Town stretches across a ridgeline slung between two bluffs. From west to east, this “Royal Mile” runs from the Castle Rock—which is visible from anywhere—to the base of the 822-foot extinct volcano called Arthur’s Seat. For visitors, this east-west axis is the center of the action. Just south of the Royal Mile are the university and the National Museum of Scotland; farther to the south is a handy B&B neighborhood that lines up along Dalkeith Road. North of the Royal Mile ridge is the New Town, a neighborhood of grid-planned streets and elegant Georgian buildings.


In the center of it all—in a drained lake bed between the Old and New Towns—sit the Princes Street Gardens park and Waverley Bridge, where you’ll find the Waverley train station, TI, Princes Mall, bus info office (starting point for most city bus tours), Scottish National Gallery, and a covered dance-and-music pavilion.
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TOURIST INFORMATION


The crowded TI is as central as can be, on the rooftop of the Princes Mall and Waverley train station (Mon-Sat 9:00-18:00, Sun 10:00-18:00, July-Aug daily until 19:00, tel. 0131-473-3868, www.visitscotland.com). While the staff is helpful, be warned that much of their information is skewed by tourism payola (and booking seats on bus tours seems to be a big priority). There’s also a TI at the airport (tel. 0131-344-3120).


For more information than what’s included in the TI’s free map, buy the excellent Collins Discovering Edinburgh map (which comes with opinionated commentary and locates almost every major sight). If you’re interested in evening music, ask for the free monthly entertainment Gig Guide or buy the more comprehensive entertainment listing, The List. Also consider buying Historic Scotland’s Explorer Pass, which can save you some money if you visit the castles at both Edinburgh and Stirling (for details, see here).


ARRIVAL IN EDINBURGH


By Train: Arriving by train at Waverley Station puts you in the city center and below the TI. Taxis queue almost trackside (near platform 11); the ramp they come and go on leads to Waverley Bridge. From the station, follow Way Out-1-Princes Street signs and ride up several escalators to Princes Street. From here, the TI is to your left, and the city bus stop is two blocks to your right (for bus directions from here to my recommended B&Bs, see “Sleeping in Edinburgh,” later).


By Bus: Scottish Citylink, Megabus, and National Express buses use the bus station (with luggage lockers) in the New Town, two blocks north of the train station on St. Andrew Square.
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By Plane: Edinburgh’s slingshot of an airport is located eight miles northwest of the center (tel. 0844-481-8989, www.edinburghairport.com).


Taxis between the airport and city center are pricey (£20-25, 20 minutes to downtown or Dalkeith Road). Fortunately, the airport is well connected to central Edinburgh by tram and bus. Just follow signs outside; the tram tracks are straight ahead, and the bus stop is to the right, along the main road in front of the terminal. Trams make several stops in town, including along Princes Street and at St. Andrew Square (£5, 6/hour, 35 minutes, early morning until 23:30, www.edinburghtrams.com). The Lothian Airlink bus #100 drops you at Waverley Bridge (£4.50, £7.50 round-trip, 6/hour, 30 minutes, buses run all day and 2/hour through the night, tel. 0131/555-6363, www.flybybus.com). Whether you take the tram or bus to the center, to continue on to my recommended B&Bs near Dalkeith Road, you can either take a taxi (about £7), or hop on a city bus (£1.50; see “Sleeping in Edinburgh,” later).


To get from the Dalkeith Road B&Bs to the Airlink or tram stops downtown, you can take a taxi...or ride a city bus to North Bridge, turn left at the grand Balmoral Hotel, and walk a short distance down Princes Street. Turn right up St. Andrew Street to catch the tram at St. Andrew Square, or continue up to the next bridge, Waverley, for the Airlink bus.


By Car: If you’re arriving from the north, rather than drive through downtown Edinburgh to my recommended B&Bs, circle the city on the A-720 City Bypass road. Approaching Edinburgh on the M-9, take the M-8 (direction: Glasgow) and quickly get onto the A-720 City Bypass (direction: Edinburgh South). After four miles, you’ll hit a roundabout. Ignore signs directing you into Edinburgh North and stay on the A-720 for 10 more miles to the next and last roundabout, named Sheriffhall. Exit the roundabout at the first left (A-7 Edinburgh). From here it’s four miles to the B&B neighborhood. After a while, the A-7 becomes Dalkeith Road (you’ll pass the Royal Infirmary hospital complex). If you see the huge Royal Commonwealth Pool, you’ve gone a couple of blocks too far (avoid this by referring to the map on here).


If you’re driving in on the A-68 from the south, first follow signs for Edinburgh South & West (A-720), then exit at A-7(N)/Edinburgh and follow the directions above.


HELPFUL HINTS


Sunday Activities: Many Royal Mile sights close on Sunday (except in Aug), but other major sights and shops are open. Sunday is a good day to catch a guided walking tour along the Royal Mile or a city bus tour (buses go faster in light traffic). The slopes of Arthur’s Seat are lively with hikers and picnickers on weekends.


Festivals: August is a crowded, popular month to visit Edinburgh thanks to the multiple festivals hosted here, including the official Edinburgh International Festival, the Fringe Festival, and the Military Tattoo. Book ahead for hotels, events, and restaurant dinners if you’ll be visiting in August, and expect to pay significantly more for your room. Many museums and shops have extended hours in August. For more festival details, see here.


Internet Access: Virtually all B&Bs and coffee shops offer free Wi-Fi, and all local public transit has fast, free Wi-Fi on board.


Baggage Storage: At the train station, you’ll find pricey, high-security luggage storage near platform 2 (£6/3 hours, £10/24 hours, daily 7:00-23:00). There are also lockers at the bus station on St. Andrew Square, just two blocks north of the train station.
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Laundry: The Ace Cleaning Centre launderette is located near my recommended Dalkeith Road B&Bs, where they’ll collect and drop off your laundry for a small extra fee (self-serve or full-serve, Mon-Fri 8:00-20:00, Sat 9:00-17:00, Sun 10:00-16:00, along bus route to city center at 13 South Clerk Street, opposite Queens Hall, tel. 0131/667-0549).


Bike Rental: The laid-back crew at Cycle Scotland offers bike tours and happily recommends good bike routes (£15/3 hours, £20/day, daily 10:00-18:00, just off Royal Mile at 29 Blackfriars Street, mobile 07796-886-899, www.cyclescotland.co.uk).


Car Rental: These places have offices both in the town center and at the airport: Avis (24 East London Street, tel. 0844-544-6059, airport tel. 0844-544-6004), Europcar (Waverley Station, near platform 2, tel. 0871-384-3453, airport tel. 0871-384-3406), Hertz (10 Picardy Place, tel. 0843-309-3026, airport tel. 0843-309-3025), and Budget (24 East London Street, tel. 0844-544-9064, airport tel. 0844-544-4605). Some downtown offices close or have reduced hours on Sunday, but the airport locations tend to be open daily. If you plan to rent a car, pick it up on your way out of Edinburgh—you won’t need it in town.


Dress for the Weather: Weather blows in and out—bring your sweater and be prepared for rain. Locals say the bad weather is one of the disadvantages of living so close to England.


Updates to This Book: For the latest, see www.ricksteves.com/update.


GETTING AROUND EDINBURGH


Many of Edinburgh’s sights are within walking distance of one another, but buses come in handy—especially if you’re staying at a B&B in the Dalkeith Road area. Double-decker buses come with fine views upstairs. It’s easy once you get the hang of it: Buses come by frequently (screens at bus stops show wait times) and have free, fast Wi-Fi on board. The only hassle is that you must pay with exact change (£1.50/ride, £4/all-day pass). As you board, tell your driver where you’re going (or just say “single ticket") and drop your change into the box. Ping the bell as you near your stop. Buses run from about 6:00 (9:00 on Sun) to 23:00. You can pick up a route map at the TI or at the transit office at Old Town end of Waverley Bridge (tel. 0131/555-6363, www.lothianbuses.com). Edinburgh’s single tram line (also £1.50/ride) is designed more for locals than tourists; it’s most useful for reaching the airport (described earlier).


The 1,300 taxis cruising Edinburgh’s streets are easy to flag down (£2.10 to start, then about £2.20/mile, rates go up after 18:00 and on weekends; a ride between downtown and the B&B neighborhood costs about £7). They can turn on a dime, so hail them in either direction.


Tours in Edinburgh


Royal Mile Walking Tours


Walking tours are an Edinburgh specialty; you’ll see groups trailing entertaining guides all over town. Below I’ve listed good all-purpose walks; for literary pub crawls and ghost tours, see “Nightlife in Edinburgh” on here.


Edinburgh Tour Guides offers a good historical walk (without all the ghosts and goblins). Their Royal Mile tour is a gentle two-hour downhill stroll from the castle to the palace (£15; daily at 9:30 and 19:00; meet outside Gladstone’s Land, near the top of the Royal Mile—see map on here, must reserve ahead, mobile 0785-888-0072, www.edinburghtourguides.com, info@edinburghtourguides.com).


Mercat Tours offers a 1.5-hour “Secrets of the Royal Mile” walk that’s more entertaining than intellectual (£12; £17 more for optional, 45-minute guided Edinburgh Castle visit; daily at 13:30, leaves from Mercat Cross on the Royal Mile, tel. 0131/225-5445, www.mercattours.com). The guides, who enjoy making a short story long, ignore the big sights and take you behind the scenes with piles of barely historical gossip, bully-pulpit Scottish pride, and fun but forgettable trivia. They also offer several ghost tours, as well as tours that take you to the 18th-century underground vaults on the southern slope of the Royal Mile.


The Voluntary Guides Association offers free two-hour walks, but only during the Edinburgh Festival. You don’t need a reservation, but it’s a good idea to confirm the details on their website (daily at about 10:00 and 14:00, generally depart from City Chambers across from St. Giles’ Cathedral on the Royal Mile, www.edinburghfestivalguides.org). You can also hire their guides (for a small fee) for private tours outside of festival time.


Blue Badge Local Guides


The following guides charge similar prices and offer half-day and full-day tours: Jean Blair (a delightful teacher and guide, £180/day, £420/day with car, mobile 0798-957-0287, www.travelthroughscotland.com, jean@travelthroughscotland.com); Sergio La Spina (an Argentinean who adopted Edinburgh as his hometown more than 20 years ago, £195/day, tel. 0131/664-1731, mobile 0797-330-6579, sergiolaspina@aol.com); Ken Hanley (who wears his kilt as if pants don’t exist, £100/half-day, £175/day, extra charge if he uses his car—seats up to six, tel. 0131/666-1944, mobile 0771-034-2044, www.small-world-tours.co.uk, k.hanley@blueyonder.co.uk); and Liz Everett (£145/half-day, £190/day, mobile 07821-683-837, liz.everett@live.co.uk).


Edinburgh Bus Tours


Four different one-hour hop-on, hop-off bus tour routes, all run by the same company, circle the town center, stopping at the major sights. MacTours (vintage red-and-yellow buses) and Edinburgh Tour (green buses) run nearly identical routes that focus on the city center, with live guides. The other options—City Sightseeing (red buses, focuses on Old Town) and Majestic Tour (blue-and-yellow buses, includes a stop at the Britannia and Royal Botanic Garden)—have recorded commentary. You can pay for just one tour (£14/24 hours), but most people pay a few pounds more for a ticket covering all four buses (£20). Each of the four lines runs all day long (April-Oct roughly 9:30-19:00, shorter off-season; every 10-15 minutes, buy tickets on board, tel. 0131/220-0770, www.edinburghtour.com). On sunny days the buses go topless, but come with increased traffic noise and exhaust fumes. For £50, the Royal Edinburgh Ticket covers two days of unlimited travel on all four tour buses, as well as admission (and line-skipping privileges) at Edinburgh Castle, the Palace of Holyroodhouse, and the Britannia. This could save you a few pounds if you plan to visit all these sights and use a tour bus both days (www.royaledinburghticket.co.uk).
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Edinburgh at a Glance


▲▲▲Royal Mile Historic road—good for walking—stretching from the castle down to the palace, lined with museums, pubs, and shops. Hours: Always open, but best during business hours, with walking tours daily. See here.





▲▲▲Edinburgh Castle Iconic hilltop fort and royal residence complete with crown jewels, Romanesque chapel, memorial, and fine military museum. Hours: Daily April-Sept 9:30-18:00, Oct-March 9:30-17:00. See here.





▲▲▲National Museum of Scotland Intriguing, well-displayed artifacts from prehistoric times to the 20th century. Hours: Daily 10:00-17:00. See here.





▲▲Gladstone’s Land Seventeenth-century Royal Mile merchant’s residence. Hours: Daily July-Aug 10:00-18:30, April-June and Sept-Oct 10:00-17:00, closed Nov-March. See here.





▲▲St. Giles’ Cathedral Preaching grounds of Calvinist John Knox, with spectacular organ, Neo-Gothic chapel, and distinctive crown spire. Hours: May-Sept Mon-Fri 9:00-19:00, Sat 9:00-17:00; Oct-April Mon-Sat 9:00-17:00; Sun 13:00-17:00 year-round. See here.





▲▲Scottish Parliament Building Striking headquarters for parliament, which returned to Scotland in 1999. Hours: Sept-June (when parliament is in session)—Mon and Fri-Sat 10:00-17:00, Tue-Thu 9:00-18:30; July-Aug and holidays (when parliament is in recess)—Mon-Sat 10:00-17:00; closed Sun year-round. See here.





▲▲Palace of Holyroodhouse The Queen’s splendid home away from home, with lavish rooms, 12th-century abbey, and gallery with rotating exhibits. Hours: Daily April-Oct 9:30-18:00, Nov-March until 16:30, closed during royal visits. See here.





▲▲Scottish National Gallery Choice sampling of European masters and Scotland’s finest. Hours: Daily 10:00-17:00, Thu until 19:00; longer hours in Aug: Sun-Wed 10:00-18:00, Thu-Sat 10:00-19:00. See here.





▲▲Scottish National Portrait Gallery Beautifully displayed Who’s Who of Scottish history. Hours: Daily 10:00-17:00, Thu until 19:00. See here.





▲▲Georgian House Intimate peek at upper-crust life in the late 1700s. Hours: Daily April-Oct 10:00-17:00, July-Aug until 18:00, March and Nov 11:00-16:00; may be open Thu-Sun in Dec, otherwise closed Dec-Feb. See here.





▲▲Royal Yacht Britannia Ship for the royal family with a history of distinguished passengers, a 15-minute trip out of town. Hours: Daily April-Sept 9:30-16:30, Oct 9:30-16:00, Nov-March 10:00-15:30 (these are last entry times). See here.





▲Scotch Whisky Experience Gimmicky but fun and educational introduction to Scotland’s most famous beverage. Hours: Generally daily 10:00-18:00. See here.





▲The Real Mary King’s Close Tour of underground street and houses last occupied in the 17th century, viewable by guided tour. Hours: April-Oct daily 10:00-22:00; Nov-March Sun-Thu until 17:00, Fri-Sat until 21:00 (these are last tour times). See here.





▲Museum of Childhood Five stories of historic fun. Hours: Mon-Sat 10:00-17:00, Sun 12:00-17:00. See here.





▲People’s Story Museum Everyday life from the 18th to 20th century. Hours: Mon-Sat 10:00-17:00, closed Sun except during Festival 12:00-17:00. See here.





▲Museum of Edinburgh Historic mementos, from the original National Covenant inscribed on animal skin to early golf balls. Hours: Mon-Sat 10:00-17:00, closed Sun except during Festival 12:00-17:00. See here.





▲Rosslyn Chapel Small 15th-century church chock-full of intriguing carvings. Hours: Mon-Sat 9:30-18:00, until 17:00 Oct-March, Sun 12:00-16:45 year-round. See here.






Weekend Tour Packages for Students



Andy Steves (Rick’s son) runs Weekend Student Adventures (WSA Europe), offering three-day and longer guided and unguided packages—including accommodations, sightseeing, and unique local experiences—for student travelers in top European cities, including Edinburgh (guided trips from €199, see www.wsaeurope.com).


DAY TRIPS FROM EDINBURGH


Many companies run a variety of day trips to regional sights, as well as multiday and themed itineraries. (Several of the private guides listed earlier have cars, too.)


By far the most popular tour is the all-day Highlands trip. The standard Highlands tour gives those with limited time a chance to experience the wonders of Scotland’s wild and legend-soaked Highlands in a single long day (about £40-50, roughly 8:00-20:30). Itineraries vary but you’ll generally visit the vast and brutal Rannoch Moor; Glencoe, still evocative with memories of the clan massacre; views of Britain’s highest mountain, Ben Nevis; Fort Augustus on Loch Ness (some tours have a 1.5-hour stop here with an optional boat ride); and pause for a 45-minute tea or pub break in Pitlochry. You also learn a bit about Edinburgh as you drive in and out. To save time, look for a tour that gives you a short glimpse of Loch Ness rather than driving its entire length or doing a boat trip. (Once you’ve seen a little of it, you’ve seen the whole shebang.)


Larger outfits, typically using bigger buses, include Timberbush Highland Tours (tel. 0131/226-6066, www.timberbushtours.com) and Gray Line (tel. 0131/555-5558, www.graylinescotland.com). Other companies pride themselves on keeping group sizes small, with 16-seat minibuses; these include Rabbie’s Trail Burners (tel. 0131/226-3133, www.rabbies.com) and Heart of Scotland Tours: The Wee Red Bus (10 percent Rick Steves discount on full-priced day tours—mention when booking, occasionally canceled off-season if too few sign up—leave a contact number, tel. 0131/228-2888, www.heartofscotlandtours.co.uk, run by Nick Roche). For young backpackers, Haggis Adventures runs overnight trips of up to 10 days (office at 60 High Street, tel. 0131/557-9393, www.haggisadventures.com).


At Discreet Scotland, Matthew Wight and his partners specialize in tours of greater Edinburgh and Scotland in spacious SUVs—good for families (£360/9 hours, mobile 0798-941-6990, www.discreetscotland.com).


Edinburgh Walks


I’ve outlined two walks in Edinburgh: along the Royal Mile, and through the New Town. Many of the sights we’ll pass on these walks are described in more detail later, under “Sights in Edinburgh.”


THE ROYAL MILE


Overview
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Map: Royal Mile Walk
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Sights Around St. Giles’
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(See “Royal Mile Walk” map, here.)


The Royal Mile is one of Europe’s most interesting historic walks—it’s worth ▲▲▲. The following self-guided stroll is also available as a [image: Image] downloadable Rick Steves audio tour; see here.


Overview


Start at Edinburgh Castle at the top and amble down to the Palace of Holyroodhouse. Along the way, the street changes names—Castlehill, Lawnmarket, High Street, and Canongate—but it’s a straight, downhill shot totaling just over one mile. And nearly every step is packed with shops, cafés, and lanes leading to tiny squares.


The city of Edinburgh was born on the easily defended rock at the top, where the castle stands today. Celtic tribes (and maybe the Romans) once occupied this site. As the town grew, it spilled downhill along the sloping ridge that became the Royal Mile. Because this strip of land is so narrow, there was no place to build but up. So in medieval times, it was densely packed with multistory “tenements”—large edifices under one roof that housed a number of tenants.
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As you walk, you’ll be tracing the growth of the city—its birth atop Castle Hill, its Old Town heyday in the 1600s, its expansion in the 1700s into the Georgian New Town (leaving the old quarter an overcrowded, disease-ridden Victorian slum), and on to the 21st century at the modern Scottish parliament building (2004).


In parts, the Royal Mile feels like one long Scottish shopping mall, selling all manner of kitschy souvenirs (known locally as “tartan tat"), shortbread, and whisky. But the streets are also packed with history, and if you push past the postcard racks into one of the many side alleys, you can still find a few surviving rough edges of the old city. Despite the drizzle, be sure to look up—spires, carvings, and towering Gothic “skyscrapers” give this city its unique urban identity.


This walk covers the Royal Mile’s landmarks, but skips the many museums and indoor attractions along the way. These and other sights are described in walking order under “Sights in Edinburgh” on here. You can stay focused on the walk (which takes about 1.5 hours, without entering sights), then return later to visit the various indoor attractions; or review the sight descriptions beforehand and pop into those that interest you as you pass them.


• We’ll start at the Castle Esplanade, the big parking lot at the entrance to...


[image: Image] Edinburgh Castle


Edinburgh was born on the bluff—a big rock—where the castle now stands. Since before recorded history, people have lived on this strategic, easily defended perch.


The castle is an imposing symbol of Scottish independence. Flanking the entryway are statues of the fierce warriors who battled English invaders, William Wallace (on the right) and Robert the Bruce (left). Between them is the Scottish motto, Nemo me impune lacessit—roughly, “No one messes with me and gets away with it.” (For a self-guided tour of Edinburgh Castle, see here.)


The esplanade—built as a military parade ground (1816)—is now the site of the annual Military Tattoo. This spectacular massing of regimental bands fills the square nightly for most of August. Fans watch from temporary bleacher seats to see kilt-wearing bagpipers marching against the spectacular backdrop of the castle. TV crews broadcast the spectacle to all corners of the globe.
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When the bleachers aren’t up, there are fine views in both directions from the esplanade. Facing north, you’ll see the body of water called the Firth of Forth, and Fife beyond that. (The Firth of Forth is the estuary where the Forth River flows into the North Sea.) Still facing north, find the lacy spire of the Scott Memorial and two Neoclassical buildings housing art galleries. Beyond them, the stately buildings of Edinburgh’s New Town rise. (For a self-guided walk of the New Town, see here.) Panning to the right, find the Nelson Monument and some faux Greek ruins atop Calton Hill (see here).


The city’s many bluffs, crags, and ridges were built up by volcanoes, then carved down by glaciers—a city formed in “fire and ice,” as the locals say. So, during the Ice Age, as a river of glaciers swept in from the west (behind today’s castle), it ran into the super-hard volcanic basalt of Castle Rock and flowed around it, cutting valleys on either side and leaving a tail that became the Royal Mile you’re about to walk.




The Kilt


The kilt, Scotland’s national dress, is intimately tied in with the country’s history. The six-foot-by-nine-foot bolt of fabric originated in the 1500s as a multipurpose robe, toga, tent, poncho, and ground cloth. A wearer would lay it on the ground to scrunch up pleats, then wrap it around the waist and belt it. Extra fabric was thrown over the shoulder or tucked into the belt, creating both a rakish sash and a rucksack-like pouch.
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The kilt was standard Highlands dress and became a patriotic statement during conflicts with England. After the tragic-for-Scotland Battle of Culloden in 1746, the British government wanted to end the Scottish clan system. Wearing the kilt, speaking Gaelic, and playing the bagpipes were all outlawed.


In 1782, kilts were permitted again, but had taken on an unrefined connotation, so many Scots no longer wanted to wear one. This changed in 1822 when King George IV visited Edinburgh, wearing a kilt to send the message that he was king of Scotland. Scottish aristocrats were charmed by the king’s pageantry, and the kilt was in vogue once more.


During the king’s visit, Sir Walter Scott organized a Highland festival that also helped change the image of traditional Scottish culture, giving it a newfound respectability. A generation later, Queen Victoria raised the image of Scottish culture even higher. She loved Scotland and wallpapered her palace at Balmoral with tartan patterns.


The colors and patterns of the original kilts were determined by what dyes were available and who wove them. Because members of one clan tended to live in the same areas, they often wore similar patterns—but the colors were muted, and the patterns weren’t necessarily designed to represent a single clan. The “clan tartans” you’ll see in Scottish souvenir shops—with a specific, brightly colored design for each family—started as a scam by fabric salesmen in Victorian times. Since then, tartanry has been embraced as if it were historic. (By the way, Scots use these key terms differently than Americans do: “Tartan” is the pattern itself, while “plaid” is the piece of cloth worn over the shoulder with a kilt.)


As Highlanders moved to cities and took jobs in factories, the smaller kilt, or philibeg, replaced the traditional kilt, which could become dangerously snagged by modern machinery. Half the weight of old-style kilts, the practical philibeg is more like a wraparound skirt.


Other kilt-related gear includes the sporran, the leather pouch worn around the waist, and the sgian dubh (“black knife”), the short blade worn in the top of the sock. If you’re in the market for a kilt, see here.
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At the bottom of the esplanade, where the square hits the road, look left to find a plaque on the wall above the tiny witches’ well (now a planter). This memorializes 300 women who were accused of witchcraft and burned here. Below was the Nor’ Loch, the swampy lake where those accused of witchcraft (mostly women) were tested: Bound up, they were dropped into the lake. If they sank and drowned, they were innocent. If they floated, they were guilty, and were burned here in front of the castle, providing the city folk a nice afternoon out. The plaque shows two witches: one good and one bad. Tickle the serpent’s snout to sympathize with the witches. (I just made that up.)


• Start walking down the Royal Mile. The first block is a street called...


[image: Image] Castlehill


You’re immediately in the tourist hubbub. The big tank-like building on your left was the Old Town’s reservoir. You’ll see the wellheads it served all along this walk. While it once held 1.5 million gallons of water, today it’s filled with the touristy Tartan Weaving Mill and Exhibition. While it’s interesting to see the mill at work, you’ll have to twist your way down through several floors of tartanry and Chinese-produced Scottish kitsch to reach it at the bottom level.
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The black-and-white tower ahead on the left has entertained visitors since the 1850s with its camera obscura, a darkened room where a mirror and a series of lenses capture live images of the city surroundings outside. (Giggle at the funny mirrors as you walk fatly by. Across the street, filling the old Castlehill Primary School, is a gimmicky-if-intoxicating whisky-sampling exhibit called the Scotch Whisky Experience (a.k.a. “Malt Disney”). Both of these are described later, under “Sights in Edinburgh.”


• Just ahead, in front of the church with the tall, lacy spire, is the old market square known as...


[image: Image] Lawnmarket


During the Royal Mile’s heyday, in the 1600s, this intersection was bigger and served as a market for fabric (especially “lawn,” a linen-like cloth). The market would fill this space with bustle, hustle, and lots of commerce. The round white hump in the middle of the roundabout is all that remains of the official weighing beam called the Butter Tron—where all goods sold were weighed for honesty and tax purposes.


Towering above Lawnmarket, with the tallest spire in the city, is the former Tolbooth Church. This impressive Neo-Gothic structure (1844) is now home to the Hub, Edinburgh’s festival-ticket and information center. The world-famous Edinburgh Festival fills the month of August with cultural action. The various festivals feature classical music, traditional and fringe theater (especially comedy), art, books, and more. Drop inside the building to get festival info (see also here). This is a handy stop for its WC, café, and free Wi-Fi.
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In the 1600s, this—along with the next stretch, called High Street—was the city’s main street. At that time, Edinburgh was bursting with breweries, printing presses, and banks. Tens of thousands of citizens were squeezed into the narrow confines of the Old Town. Here on this ridge, they built tenements (multiple-unit residences) similar to the more recent ones you see today. These tenements, rising 10 stories and more, were some of the tallest domestic buildings in Europe. The living arrangements shocked class-conscious English visitors to Edinburgh because the tenements were occupied by rich and poor alike—usually the poor in the cellars and attics, and the rich in the middle floors.


• Continue a half-block down the Mile.


Gladstone’s Land (at #477b, on the left), a surviving original tenement, was acquired by a wealthy merchant in 1617. Stand in front of the building and look up at this centuries-old skyscraper. This design was standard for its time: a shop or shops on the ground floor, with columns and an arcade, and residences on the floors above. Because window glass was expensive, the lower halves of window openings were made of cheaper wood, which swung out like shutters for ventilation—and were convenient for tossing out garbage. (For more on Gladstone’s, see here.) Notice the snoozing pig by the front door. Just as every house has a vacuum cleaner today, in the good old days a snorting rubbish collector was a standard feature of any well-equipped house. Out front, you may also see trainers with live birds of prey. While this is mostly just a fun way to show off for tourists (and raise donations for the bird of prey center), docents explain the connection: The building’s owner was named Thomas Gledstanes—and gled is the Gaelic word for “hawk."


[image: image]


Branching off the spine of the Royal Mile are a number of narrow alleyways that go by various local names. A “wynd” (rhymes with “kind”) is a narrow, winding lane. A “pend” is an arched gateway. “Gate” is from an Old Norse word for street. And a “close” is a tiny alley between two buildings (originally with a door that “closed” at night). A “close” usually leads to a “court,” or courtyard.


To explore one of these alleyways, head into Lady Stair’s Close (on the left, 10 steps downhill from Gladstone’s Land). This alley pops out in a small courtyard, where you’ll find the Writers’ Museum (described on here). It’s well worth a visit for fans of the city’s holy trinity of writers (Robert Burns, Sir Walter Scott, and Robert Louis Stevenson), but it’s also a free glimpse of what a typical home might have looked like in the 1600s. Burns actually lived for a while in this neighborhood, in 1786, when he first arrived in Edinburgh.


Opposite Gladstone’s Land (at #322), another close leads to Riddle’s Court. Wander through here and imagine Edinburgh in the 17th and 18th centuries, when tourists came here to marvel at its skyscrapers. Some 40,000 people were jammed into the few blocks between here and the World’s End pub (which we’ll reach soon). Visualize the labyrinthine maze of the old city, with people scurrying through these back alleyways, buying and selling, and popping into taverns.


No city in Europe was as densely populated—or perhaps as filthy. Without modern hygiene, it was a living hell of smoke, stench, and noise, with the constant threat of fire, collapse, and disease. The dirt streets were soiled with sewage from bedpans emptied out windows. By the 1700s, the Old Town was rife with poverty and cholera outbreaks. The smoky home fires rising from tenements and the infamous smell (or “reek” in Scottish) that wafted across the city gave it a nickname that sticks today: “Auld Reekie.”


• Return to the Royal Mile and continue down it a few steps to take in some sights at the...


[image: Image] Bank/High Streets Intersection


A number of sights cluster here, where Lawnmarket changes its name to High Street and intersects with Bank Street and George IV Bridge.


Begin with Deacon Brodie’s Tavern. Read the “Doctor Jekyll and Mr. Hyde” story of this pub’s notorious namesake on the wall facing Bank Street. Then, to see his spooky split personality, check out both sides of the hanging signpost. Brodie—a pillar of the community by day but a burglar by night—epitomizes the divided personality of 1700s Edinburgh. It was a rich, productive city—home to great philosophers and scientists, who actively contributed to the Enlightenment. Meanwhile, the Old Town was riddled with crime and squalor. The city was scandalized when a respected surgeon—driven by a passion for medical research and needing corpses—was accused of colluding with two lowlifes, named Burke and Hare, to acquire freshly murdered corpses for dissection. (In the next century, in the late 1800s, novelist Robert Louis Stevenson would capture the dichotomy of Edinburgh’s rich-poor society in his Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.)
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In the late 1700s, Edinburgh’s upper class moved out of the Old Town into a planned community called the New Town (a quarter-mile north of here). Eventually, most tenements were torn down and replaced with newer Victorian buildings. You’ll see some at this intersection.


Look left down Bank Street to the green-domed Bank of Scotland. This was the headquarters of the bank, which had practiced modern capitalist financing since 1695. The building now houses the Museum on the Mound, a free exhibit on banking history (see here), and it’s also the Scottish headquarters for Lloyds Banking Group—which swallowed up the Bank of Scotland after the financial crisis of 2008.


If you detour left down Bank Street toward the bank, you’ll find the recommended Whiski Rooms Shop. If you head in the opposite direction, down George IV Bridge, you’ll reach some recommended eateries (The Elephant House and The Outsider), as well as the excellent National Museum of Scotland, the famous Greyfriars Bobby statue, restaurant-lined Forrest Road, and photogenic Victoria Street, which leads to the pub-lined Grassmarket square (all described later in this chapter).


Otherwise, continue along the Royal Mile. As you walk, be careful crossing the streets along the Mile. Edinburgh drivers—especially cabbies—have a reputation for being impatient with jaywalking tourists. Notice and heed the pedestrian crossing signals, which don’t always turn at the same time as the car signals.


Across the street from Deacon Brodie’s Tavern is a seated green statue of hometown boy David Hume (1711-1776)—one of the most influential thinkers not only of Scotland, but in all of Western philosophy. The atheistic Hume was one of the towering figures of the Scottish Enlightenment of the mid-1700s. Thinkers and scientists were using the experimental method to challenge and investigate everything, including religion. Hume questioned cause and effect in thought puzzles such as this: We can see that when one billiard ball strikes another, the second one moves, but how do we know the collision “caused” the movement? Notice his shiny toe: People on their way to trial (in the high court just behind the statue) or students on their way to exams (in the nearby university) rub it for good luck.
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Follow David Hume’s gaze to the opposite corner, where a brass H in the pavement marks the site of the last public execution in Edinburgh in 1864. Deacon Brodie himself would have been hung about here (in 1788, on a gallows whose design he had helped to improve—smart guy).


• From the brass H, continue down the Royal Mile, pausing just before the church square at a stone wellhead with the pyramid cap.


All along the Royal Mile, wellheads like this (from 1835) provided townsfolk with water in the days before buildings had plumbing. This neighborhood well was served by the reservoir up at the castle. Imagine long lines of people in need of water standing here, gossiping and sharing the news. Eventually buildings were retrofitted with water pipes—the ones you see running along building exteriors.


• Ahead of you (past the Victorian statue of some duke), embedded in the pavement near the street, is a big heart.


The Heart of Midlothian marks the spot of the city’s 15th-century municipal building and jail. In times past, in a nearby open space, criminals were hanged, traitors were decapitated, and witches were burned. Citizens hated the rough justice doled out here. Locals still spit on the heart in the pavement. Go ahead...do as the locals do—land one right in the heart of the heart. By the way, Edinburgh has two soccer teams—Heart of Midlothian (known as “Hearts”) and Hibernian (“Hibs”). If you’re a Hibs fan, spit again.


• Make your way to the entrance of the church.



[image: Image] St. Giles’ Cathedral



This is the flagship of the Church of Scotland (Scotland’s largest denomination)—called the “Mother Church of Presbyterianism.” The interior serves as a kind of Scottish Westminster Abbey, filled with monuments, statues, plaques, and stained-glass windows dedicated to great Scots and moments in history.
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A church has stood on this spot since 854, though this structure is an architectural hodgepodge, dating mostly from the 15th through 19th century. In the 16th century, St. Giles’ was a kind of national stage on which the drama of the Reformation was played out. The reformer John Knox (1514-1572) was the preacher here. His fiery sermons helped turn once-Catholic Edinburgh into a bastion of Protestantism. During the Scottish Reformation, St. Giles’ was transformed from a Catholic cathedral to a Presbyterian church. The spacious interior is well worth a visit, and described in my self-guided tour on here.


• Facing the church entrance, curl around its right side, into a parking lot.


Sights Around St. Giles’


The grand building across the parking lot from St. Giles’ is the Old Parliament House. Since the 13th century, the king had ruled a rubber-stamp parliament of nobles and bishops. But the Protestant Reformation promoted democracy, and the parliament gained real power. From the early 1600s until 1707, this building evolved to become the seat of a true parliament of elected officials. That came to an end in 1707, when Scotland signed an Act of Union, joining what’s known today as the United Kingdom and giving up their right to self-rule. (More on that later in the walk.) If you’re curious to peek inside, head through the door at #11 (free, described on here).


The great reformer John Knox is buried—with appropriate austerity—under parking lot spot #23. The statue among the cars shows King Charles II riding to a toga party back in 1685.


• Continue on through the parking lot, around the back end of the church.


Every Scottish burgh (town licensed by the king to trade) had three standard features: a “tolbooth” (basically a town hall, with a courthouse, meeting room, and jail); a “tron” (official weighing scale); and a “mercat” (or market) cross. The mercat cross standing just behind St. Giles’ Cathedral has a slender column decorated with a unicorn holding a flag with the cross of St. Andrew. Royal proclamations have been read at this mercat cross since the 14th century. In 1952, a town crier heralded the news that Britain had a new queen—three days after the actual event (traditionally the time it took for a horse to speed here from London). Today, Mercat Cross is the meeting point for many of Edinburgh’s walking tours—both historic and ghostly.
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• Circle around to the street side of the church.


The statue to Adam Smith honors the Edinburgh author of the pioneering Wealth of Nations (1776), in which he laid out the economics of free market capitalism. Smith theorized that an “invisible hand” wisely guides the unregulated free market. Stand in front of Smith and imagine the intellectual energy of Edinburgh in the mid-1700s, when it was Europe’s most enlightened city. Adam Smith was right in the center of it. He and David Hume were good friends. James Boswell, the famed biographer of Samuel Johnson, took classes from Smith. James Watt, inventor of the steam engine, was another proud Scotsman of the age. With great intellectuals like these, Edinburgh helped create the modern world. The poet Robert Burns, geologist James Hutton (who’s considered the father of modern geology), and the publishers of the first Encyclopedia Britannica all lived in Edinburgh. Steeped in the inquisitive mindset of the Enlightenment, they applied cool rationality and a secular approach to their respective fields.


• Head on down the Royal Mile.


[image: Image] More of High Street


A few steps downhill, at #188 (on the right), is the Police Information Center. This place provides a pleasant police presence (say that three times) and a little local law-and-order history to boot. Ask the officer on duty about the impact of modern technology and budget austerity on police work today. Seriously—drop in and discuss whatever law-and-order issue piques your curiosity (free, open daily 10:00-17:30, Aug until 21:30).


Continuing down this stretch of the Royal Mile, which is traffic-free most of the day (notice the bollards that raise and lower for permitted traffic), you’ll see the Fringe Festival office (at #180), street musicians, and another wellhead (with horse “sippies,” dating from 1675).


Notice those three red boxes. In the 20th century, people used these to make telephone calls to each other. (Imagine that!) These cast-iron booths are produced for all of Britain here in Scotland. As phone booths are decommissioned, some are finding new use as tiny shops, ATMs, and even showing up in residential neighborhoods as nostalgic garden decorations.


At the next intersection, on the left is Cockburn Street (pronounced “COE-burn”). This was cut through High Street’s dense wall of medieval skyscrapers in the 1860s to give easy access to the Georgian New Town and the train station. Notice how the sliced buildings were thoughtfully capped with facades that fit the aesthetic look of the Royal Mile. In the Middle Ages, only tiny lanes (like Fleshmarket Close just uphill from Cockburn Street) interrupted the long line of Royal Mile buildings. These days, Cockburn Street has a reputation for its eclectic independent shops and string of trendy bars and eateries.


• When you reach the Tron Church (17th century, currently housing a shopping center), you’re at the intersection of North and South Bridge streets. These major streets lead left to Waverley Station and right to the Dalkeith Road B&Bs. Several handy bus lines run along here.


This is the halfway point of this walk. Stand on the corner diagonally across from the church. Look up to the top of the Royal Mile at the Hub and its 240-foot spire. Notwithstanding its turret and 16th-century charm, the Radisson Blu Hotel just across the street is entirely new construction (1990), built to fit in. The city is protecting its historic look. The Inn on the Mile next door was once a fancy bank with a lavish interior. As modern banks are moving away from city centers, sumptuous buildings like these are being converted into ornate pubs and restaurants.


In the next block downhill are three characteristic pubs, side by side, that offer free traditional Scottish and folk music in the evenings. Notice the chimneys. Tenement buildings shared stairways and entries, but held individual apartments, each with its own chimney. Take a look back at the spire of St. Giles’ Cathedral—inspired by the Scottish crown and the thistle, Scotland’s national flower.


• Go down High Street another block, passing near the Museum of Childhood (on the right, at #42, and worth a stop; see here) and a fragrant fudge shop a few doors down, where you can sample various flavors (tempting you to buy a slab).


Directly across the street, just below another wellhead, is the...


[image: Image] John Knox House


Remember that Knox was a towering figure in Edinburgh’s history, converting Scotland to a Calvinist style of Protestantism. His religious bent was “Presbyterianism,” in which parishes are governed by elected officials rather than appointed bishops. This more democratic brand of Christianity also spurred Scotland toward political democracy. If you’re interested in Knox or the Reformation, this sight is worth a visit (see here). Full disclosure: It’s not certain that Knox ever actually lived here. Attached to the Knox House is the Scottish Storytelling Centre, where locals with the gift of gab perform regularly; check the posted schedule.


• A few steps farther down High Street, at the intersection with St. Mary’s and Jeffrey streets, you’ll reach...


[image: Image] The World’s End


For centuries, a wall stood here, marking the end of the burgh of Edinburgh. For residents within the protective walls of the city, this must have felt like the “world’s end,” indeed. The area beyond was called Canongate, a monastic community associated with Holyrood Abbey. At the intersection, find the brass bricks in the street that trace the gate (demolished in 1764). Look to the right down St. Mary’s Street about 200 yards to see a surviving bit of that old wall, known as the Flodden Wall. In the 1513 Battle of Flodden, the Scottish king James IV made the disastrous decision to invade northern England. James and 10,000 of his Scotsmen were killed. Fearing a brutal English counterattack, Edinburgh scrambled to reinforce its broken-down city wall.
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The pub on the corner, No. 1 High Street, is a centrally located venue for live traditional music—pop in and see what’s on tonight. Several other interesting shops are within a few steps of this spot. To the left, down Jeffrey Street, you’ll see Scotland’s top tattoo parlor, and a supplier for a different kind of tattoo (the Scottish Regimental Store). Across the street from those is the recommended Lickety Splits, a fine candy (or “sweets”) shop and art gallery.


• Continue down the Royal Mile—leaving old Edinburgh—as High Street changes names to...


[image: Image] Canongate


About 10 steps down Canongate, look left down Cranston Street (past the train tracks) to a good view of the Calton Cemetery up on Calton Hill. The obelisk, called Martyrs’ Monument, remembers a group of 18th-century patriots exiled by London to Australia for their reform politics. The round building to the left is the grave of philosopher David Hume. And the big, turreted building to the right was the jail master’s house. Today, the main reason to go up Calton Hill is for the fine views (described on here).
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The giant, blocky building that dominates the lower slope of the hill is St. Andrew’s House, headquarters of the Scottish Government—including the office of the first minister of Scotland. According to locals, the building has also been an important base for MI6, Britain’s version of the CIA. Wait a minute—isn’t James Bond Scottish? Hmmm...


• A couple of hundred yards farther along the Royal Mile (on the right at #172) you reach Cadenhead’s, a serious place to sample and buy whisky (see here). About 30 yards farther along, you’ll pass two worthwhile and free museums, the People’s Story Museum (on the left, in the old tollhouse at #163) and Museum of Edinburgh (on the right, at #142; for more on both, see here). But our next stop is the church just across from the Museum of Edinburgh.


The 1688 Canongate Kirk (Church)—located not far from the royal residence of Holyroodhouse—is where Queen Elizabeth II and her family worship whenever they’re in town. (So don’t sit in the front pew, marked with her crown.) The gilded emblem at the top of the roof, high above the door, has the antlers of a stag from the royal estate of Balmoral (see here). The Queen’s granddaughter married here in 2011.
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The church is open only when volunteers have signed up to welcome visitors. Chat them up and borrow the description of the place. Then step inside the lofty blue and red interior, renovated with royal money; the church is filled with light and the flags of various Scottish regiments. In the narthex, peruse the photos of royal family events here, and find the list of priests and ministers of this parish—it goes back to 1143 (with a clear break with the Reformation in 1561).


Outside, turn right as you leave the church and walk up into the graveyard. The large, gated grave (abutting the back of the People’s Story Museum) is the affectionately tended tomb of Adam Smith, the father of capitalism.


Just outside the churchyard, the statue on the sidewalk is of the poet Robert Fergusson. One of the first to write verse in the Scots language, he so inspired Robert Burns that Burns paid for Fergusson’s tombstone in the Canongate churchyard and composed his epitaph.


Now look across the street at the gabled house next to the Museum of Edinburgh. Scan the facade to see shells put there in the 17th century to defend against the evil power of witches yet to be drowned.


• Walk about 300 yards farther along. In the distance you can see the Palace of Holyroodhouse (the end of this walk) and soon, on the right, you’ll come to the modern Scottish parliament building.


Just opposite the parliament building is White Horse Close (on the left, in the white arcade). Step into this 17th-century courtyard. It was from here that the Edinburgh stagecoach left for London. Eight days later, the horse-drawn carriage would pull into its destination: Scotland Yard. Note that bus #35 leaves in two directions from here—downhill for the Royal Yacht Britannia, and uphill along the Royal Mile (as far as South Bridge) and on to the National Museum of Scotland.


[image: image]


• Now walk up around the corner to the flagpoles (flying the flags of Europe, Britain, and Scotland) in front of the...


[image: Image] Scottish Parliament Building


Finally, after centuries of history, we reach the 21st century. And finally, after three centuries of London rule, Scotland has a parliament building...in Scotland. When Scotland united with England in 1707, its parliament was dissolved. But in 1999, the Scottish parliament was reestablished, and in 2004, it moved into this striking new home. Notice how the eco-friendly building, by the Catalan architect Enric Miralles, mixes wild angles, lots of light, bold windows, oak, and native stone into a startling complex. (People from Catalunya—another would-be breakaway nation—have an affinity for Scotland.) From the front of the parliament building, look in the distance at the rocky Salisbury Crags, with people hiking the traverse up to the dramatic next summit called Arthur’s Seat. Now look at the building in relation to the craggy cliffs. The architect envisioned the building as if it were rising right from the base of Arthur’s Seat, almost bursting from the rock.
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Since it celebrates Scottish democracy, the architecture is not a statement of authority. There are no statues of old heroes. There’s not even a grand entry. You feel like you’re entering an office park. Given its neighborhood, the media often calls the Scottish Parliament “Holyrood” for short (similar to calling the US Congress “Capitol Hill"). For details on touring the building and seeing parliament in action, see here.


• Across the street is the Queen’s Gallery, where she shares part of her amazing personal art collection in excellent revolving exhibits (see here). Finally, walk to the end of the road (Abbey Strand), and step up to the impressive wrought-iron gate of the Queen’s palace. Look up at the stag with its holy cross, or “holy rood,” on its forehead, and peer into the palace grounds. (The ticket office and palace entryway, a fine café, and a handy WC are just through the arch on the right.)


[image: Image] Palace of Holyroodhouse


Since the 16th century, this palace has marked the end of the Royal Mile. An abbey—part of a 12th-century Augustinian monastery—originally stood in its place. While most of that old building is gone, you can see the surviving nave behind the palace on the left. According to one legend, it was named “holy rood” for a piece of the cross, brought here as a relic by Queen (and later Saint) Margaret. (Another version of the story is that King David I, Margaret’s son, saw the image of a cross upon a stag’s head while hunting here and took it as a sign that he should build an abbey on the site.) Because Scotland’s royalty preferred living at Holyroodhouse to the blustery castle on the rock, the palace grew over time. If the Queen’s not visiting, the palace welcomes visitors (see here for details).


[image: image]


• Your walk—from the castle to the palace, with so much Scottish history packed in between—is complete. And, if your appetite is whetted for more, don’t worry; you’ve just scratched the surface. Enjoy the rest of Edinburgh.


BONNIE WEE NEW TOWN WALK


(See “Bonnie Wee New Town Walk” map, here.)


Many visitors, mesmerized by the Royal Mile, never venture to the New Town. And that’s a shame. With some of the city’s finest Georgian architecture (from its 18th-century boom period), the New Town has a completely different character than the Old Town. This self-guided walk—worth ▲▲—gives you a quick orientation. “Part 1” takes about 45 minutes and helps you get your bearings; “Part 2” is more lightly narrated and connects you to one of the New Town’s best sights, the Georgian House, in another 30 minutes.



Part 1: Into the New Town



• Begin on Waverley Bridge, spanning the gully between the Old and New towns; to get there from the Royal Mile, just head down the curved Cockburn Street near the Tron Church (or cut down any of the “close” lanes opposite St. Giles’ Cathedral). Stand on the bridge overlooking the train tracks, facing the castle.


View from Waverley Bridge: From this vantage point, you can enjoy fine views of medieval Edinburgh, with its 10-story-plus “skyscrapers.” It’s easy to imagine how miserably crowded this area was, prompting the expansion of the city during the Georgian period. Pick out landmarks along the Royal Mile, most notably the open-work steeple of St. Giles’.


[image: image]


A big lake called the Nor’ Loch once was to the north (nor’) of the Old Town; now it’s a valley between Edinburgh’s two towns. The lake was drained around 1800 as part of the expansion. Before that, the lake was the town’s water reservoir...and its sewer. Much has been written about the town’s infamous stink (a.k.a. the “flowers of Edinburgh”). The town’s nickname, “Auld Reekie,” referred to both the smoke of its industry and the stench of its squalor.


The long-gone loch was also a handy place for drowning witches. With their thumbs tied to their ankles, they’d be lashed to dunking stools. Those who survived the ordeal were considered “aided by the devil” and burned as witches. If they died, they were innocent and given a good Christian burial. Edinburgh was Europe’s witch-burning mecca—any perceived “sign,” including a small birthmark, could condemn you. Scotland burned more witches per capita than any other country—17,000 souls between 1479 and 1722.


Visually trace the train tracks as they disappear into a tunnel below the Scottish National Gallery (with lesser-known paintings by great European artists; you can visit at the end of Part 1 of this walk—see here). The two fine Neoclassical buildings of the National Gallery date from the 1840s and sit upon a mound that’s called, well, The Mound. When the New Town was built, tons of rubble from the excavations were piled here (1781-1830), forming a dirt bridge that connected the new development with the Old Town to allay merchant concerns about being cut off from the future heart of the city.


[image: image]


[image: image]


Turning 180 degrees (and facing the ramps down into the train station), notice the huge, turreted building with the clock tower. The Balmoral was one of the city’s two grand hotels during its glory days (its opposite bookend, The Caledonian, sits at the far end of the former lakebed—near the end of this walk). Aristocrats arriving by train could use a hidden entrance to go from the platform directly up to their plush digs. (Today The Balmoral is known mostly as the place where J. K. Rowling completed the final Harry Potter book.)


• Now walk across the bridge toward the New Town. Before the corner, enter the gated gardens on the left, and head toward the big, pointy monument. You’re at the edge of...


[image: image] Princes Street Gardens: This grassy park, filling the former lakebed, offers a wonderful escape from the bustle of the city. Once the private domain of the wealthy, it was opened to the public around 1870—not as a democratic gesture, but in hopes of increasing sales at the Princes Street department stores. Join the office workers for a picnic lunch break.


• Take a seat on the bench indicated by the Livingstone (Dr. Livingstone, I presume?) statue. (The Victorian explorer is well equipped with a guidebook, but is hardly packing light—his lion skin doesn’t even fit in his rucksack carry-on.)


Look up at the towering...


[image: Image] Scott Monument: Built in the early 1840s, this elaborate Neo-Gothic monument honors the great author Sir Walter Scott, one of Edinburgh’s many illustrious sons. When Scott died in 1832, it was said that “Scotland never owed so much to one man.” Scott almost singlehandedly created the Scotland we know. Just as the country was in danger of being assimilated into England, Scott celebrated traditional songs, legends, myths, architecture, and kilts, thereby reviving the Highland culture and cementing a national identity. And, as the father of the Romantic historical novel, he contributed to Western literature in general. The 200-foot monument shelters a marble statue of Scott and his favorite pet, Maida, a deerhound who was one of 30 canines this dog lover owned during his lifetime. They’re surrounded by busts of 16 great Scottish poets and 64 characters from his books. Climbing the tight, stony spiral staircase of 287 steps earns you a peek at a tiny museum midway, a fine city view at the top, and intimate encounters going up and down (£4; daily 10:00-19:00, until 16:00 Oct-March, tel. 0131/529-4068). For more on Scott, see here.


[image: image]


• Exit the gate near Livingstone and head across busy Princes Street to the venerable...


[image: Image] Jenners Department Store: As you wait for the light to change (and wait...and wait...), notice how statues of women support the building—just as real women support the business. The arrival of new fashions here was such a big deal in the old days that they’d announce it by flying flags on the Nelson Monument atop Calton Hill.


Step inside and head upstairs into the grand, skylit atrium. The central space—filled with a towering tree at Christmas—is classic Industrial Age architecture. The Queen’s coat of arms high on the wall indicates she shops here.


[image: image]


• From the atrium, turn right and exit onto South St. David Street. Turn left and follow this street uphill one block up to...


[image: Image] St. Andrew Square: This green space is dedicated to the patron saint of Scotland. In the early 19th century, there were no shops around here—just fine residences; this was a private garden for the fancy people living here. Now open to the public, the square is a popular lunch hangout for workers. The Melville Monument honors a power-monger member of parliament who, for four decades (around 1800), was nicknamed the “uncrowned king of Scotland.”


[image: image]


At the far corner of the park is the city’s bus station and, beside it, the St. James Shopping Centre. And one block to the left is the excellent Scottish National Portrait Gallery, which introduces you to all of the biggest names in Scottish history (for a self-guided tour, see here).


• Follow the Melville Monument’s gaze straight ahead out of the park. Cross the street and stand at the top of...


[image: Image] George Street: This is the main drag of Edinburgh’s grid-planned New Town. Laid out in 1776, when King George III was busy putting down a revolution in a troublesome overseas colony, the New Town was a model of urban planning in its day. The architectural style is “Georgian"—British for “Neoclassical.” And the street plan came with an unambiguous message: to celebrate the union of Scotland with England into the United Kingdom. (This was particularly important, since Scotland was just two decades removed from the failed Jacobite uprising of Bonnie Prince Charlie.)


St. Andrew Square (patron saint of Scotland) and Charlotte Square (George III’s queen) bookend the New Town, with its three main streets named for the royal family of the time (George, Queen, and Princes). Thistle and Rose streets—which we’ll see on Part 2 of this walk—are named for the national flowers of Scotland and England.


The plan for the New Town was the masterstroke of the 23-year-old urban designer James Craig. George Street—20 feet wider than the others (so a four-horse carriage could make a U-turn)—was the main drag. Running down the high spine of the area, it afforded grand, unobstructed views (thanks to the parks on either side) of the River Forth in one direction and the Old Town in the other. As you stroll down the street, you’ll notice that Craig’s grid is a series of axes designed to connect monuments new and old; later architects made certain to continue this harmony. For example, notice that the Scott Monument lines up perfectly with this first intersection.


• Halfway down the first block of George Street, on the right, is...


[image: Image] St. Andrew’s and St. George’s Church: Designed as part of the New Town plan in the 1780s, the church is a product of the Scottish Enlightenment. It has an elliptical plan (the first in Britain) so that all can focus on the pulpit. If it’s open, step inside. A fine leaflet tells the story of the church, and a handy cafeteria downstairs serves cheap and cheery lunches.


Directly across the street from the church is another temple, this one devoted to money. This former bank building (now housing the recommended restaurant [image: Image] The Dome) has a pediment filled with figures demonstrating various ways to make money, which they do with all the nobility of classical gods. Consider scurrying across the street and ducking inside to view the stunning domed atrium.


Continue down George Street to the intersection with a [image: Image] statue commemorating the visit by King George IV. Notice the particularly fine axis formed by this cross-street: The National Gallery lines up perfectly with the Royal Mile’s skyscrapers and the former Tolbooth Church, creating a Gotham City collage.
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