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Post-Pandemic Travels: Expect a Warm Welcome...and a Few Changes


Research for this guidebook was limited by the COVID-19 outbreak, and the long-term impact of the crisis on our recommended destinations is unclear. Some details in this book will change for post-pandemic travelers. Now more than ever, it’s smart to reconfirm specifics as you plan and travel. As always, you can find major updates at RickSteves.com/update.
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One of the three countries that make up the island of Great Britain, Scotland is the most feisty and colorful, from its laid-back people and poetic heritage to its rugged landscape.


Scotland encompasses about a third of Britain’s geographical area (30,400 square miles), but has less than a tenth of its population (about 5.4 million).


The southern part of Scotland, called the Lowlands, is relatively flat and urbanized. The northern area—the Highlands—has a hilly terrain dotted with lochs (lakes) and fringed by sea lochs (inlets) and islands.


Scotland’s iconic symbols—bagpipes, moody glens, whisky distilleries, golf links, kilts, and yes, even haggis (organ-meat sausage)—seem at first like touristic clichés, but they’re an authentic part of the cultural heritage of this engaging country.


The proud Scots are enjoying some recent political autonomy from England. The Scottish parliament, though limited in power, convened in Edinburgh in 1999 for the first time in nearly 300 years. The Scots appreciate the refreshing breeze of increased self-governance, and the question of independence is likely to remain a pivotal issue for years to come.


Whether you’re 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 striking scenery of this faraway land.


THE BEST OF SCOTLAND


This book focuses on Scotland’s top destinations, from its lively cities and Highland towns to its sleepy islands. The top cities in the Lowlands are vibrant Edinburgh, up-and-coming Glasgow, and medieval-but-youthful St. Andrews. The Highlands offer a rural, craggy contrast, with port-town Oban (island excursions), pleasant Inverness (near Loch Ness and a historic battlefield), and the inviting Isle of Skye.


Beyond the major destinations, I also cover the Best of the Rest—great destinations that don’t quite make my top cut, but are worth seeing if you have more time or specific interests: Stirling, Glencoe, Fort William, Pitlochry, and Balmoral Castle.


To help you link the top sights, I’ve designed a two-week itinerary (see here) with tips for tailoring it to your interests.
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THE BEST OF EDINBURGH


Nestled by bluffs and studded with a skyline of spires and towers, Scotland’s delightful capital boasts world-class museums and lively culture. The attraction-studded Royal Mile, lined with medieval buildings, connects the grand castle and stately palace in a wonderful way. The city’s exuberance is enjoyable year-round and nonstop during August’s festivals.







THE BEST OF EDINBURGH
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Edinburgh’s famous street, the Royal Mile, offers a pleasing array of attractions, pubs, shops, and historic churches.







THE BEST OF EDINBURGH
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Highland dancers stepping over crossed swords practice the Sword Dance.







THE BEST OF EDINBURGH
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Some shops make custom kilts using woven (not cheaply printed) tartan material.







THE BEST OF EDINBURGH
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A bagpiper in full regalia plays Scotland’s national instrument.







THE BEST OF EDINBURGH
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The Fringe Festival brings out people’s Inner Wild.







THE BEST OF EDINBURGH
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Try a few drams of whisky at a tasting.







THE BEST OF EDINBURGH


[image: ]


Edinburgh’s formidable castle repelled foes long ago and attracts visitors today.







THE BEST OF GLASGOW


Glasgow, once a mighty ship-building center, is now a cosmopolitan destination, with an unpretentious friendliness, an energetic dining and nightlife scene, top-notch museums (most of them free), and a flair for art and design. Its famous hometown architect, Charles Rennie Mackintosh, left his mark all over Glasgow at the turn of the 20th century.







THE BEST OF GLASGOW
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Glasgow’s cathedral is a rare Scottish cathedral that survived the Reformation.







THE BEST OF GLASGOW
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A bagpiper plays to a captive audience.







THE BEST OF GLASGOW
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The Mackintosh at the Willow tearooms are furnished entirely in Charles Rennie Mackintosh’s style.







THE BEST OF GLASGOW
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The Mural Trail offers street art on a grand scale.







THE BEST OF GLASGOW
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Visiting the Kelvingrove Art Gallery is a heady experience.







THE BEST OF GLASGOW
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The University of Glasgow shows off stately buildings and fine museums.







THE BEST OF GLASGOW
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Glasgow’s pedestrian-only streets are lively thoroughfares.







THE BEST OF ST. ANDREWS


This coastal town hosts Scotland’s top university and the world’s most famous golf course. With a medieval Old Town, evocative ruins of its castle and cathedral, sandy beaches (with activities), and a student vibe, St. Andrews attracts visitors of all ages, whether they prefer tee time, tea time, or just a fun time.







THE BEST OF ST. ANDREWS
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St. Andrews Cathedral was destroyed during the Scottish Reformation.







THE BEST OF ST. ANDREWS
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Golfers get their game on at St. Andrews.







THE BEST OF ST. ANDREWS
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Quaint shop-lined streets invite browsing.







THE BEST OF ST. ANDREWS
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Locals are as photogenic as the town.







THE BEST OF ST. ANDREWS
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Students wear their robes for special events—and always on Sunday for the Pier Walk.







THE BEST OF OBAN & THE INNER HEBRIDES


Midway between the Lowlands and Highlands, the handy home base of Oban hosts a fine distillery tour and boat excursions. This charming “gateway to the isles” is the jumping off point for day trips by ferry to the islands of the Inner Hebrides: hilly Mull, spiritual Iona, and small Staffa, populated by puffins in summer.







THE BEST OF OBAN & THE INNER HEBRIDES
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Nightlife in Oban comes with a bagpipe soundtrack.







THE BEST OF OBAN & THE INNER HEBRIDES
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A fisherman displays the catch of the day.







THE BEST OF OBAN & THE INNER HEBRIDES
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The port town of Oban clusters around its harbor.







THE BEST OF OBAN & THE INNER HEBRIDES
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The island of Iona, with its historic abbey, makes an easy day trip.







THE BEST OF OBAN & THE INNER HEBRIDES
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At Oban’s fish-and-chips joints, the fish is very fresh.







THE BEST OF OBAN & THE INNER HEBRIDES
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A ceilidh—music and dancing—is fun on summer evenings.







THE BEST OF OBAN & THE INNER HEBRIDES
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Puffins populate the island of Staffa, just off Iona.







THE BEST OF OBAN & THE INNER HEBRIDES
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The ferry takes visitors throughout the Inner Hebrides.







THE BEST OF THE ISLE OF SKYE


The dramatically scenic island—the best of the Inner Hebrides—offers a concentrated dose of the Highlands, featuring craggy Cuillin Hills, the jagged Trotternish Peninsula, castles, a distillery, dynamic clan history, and the colorful harbor town of Portree.







THE BEST OF THE ISLE OF SKYE
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A hairy coo’s thick hair keeps it warm during cold, wet winters.







THE BEST OF THE ISLE OF SKYE
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Eilean Donan Castle greets visitors coming and going from the island.







THE BEST OF THE ISLE OF SKYE
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Portree is Skye’s leading town.







THE BEST OF THE ISLE OF SKYE
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Happy graduates of Talisker Distillery’s tour make a toast.







THE BEST OF THE ISLE OF SKYE
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The falls near Kilt Rock drop precipitously to the sea.







THE BEST OF THE ISLE OF SKYE
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Portree’s peaceful harbor is protected by peninsulas.







THE BEST OF THE ISLE OF SKYE
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Skye’s sweeping green vistas are sprinkled with sheep.







THE BEST OF INVERNESS & LOCH NESS


The regional capital of Inverness has easy access to more Highland sights, including the historic Culloden Battlefield (where Bonnie Prince Charlie was defeated), beautiful Cawdor Castle, monster-spotting at the famous Loch Ness, Urquhart Castle, and the impressive Caledonian Canal.







THE BEST OF INVERNESS & LOCH NESS
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On the shores of Loch Ness, Urquhart Castle crumbles away.







THE BEST OF INVERNESS & LOCH NESS
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Who says the Loch Ness monster doesn’t exist?







THE BEST OF INVERNESS & LOCH NESS
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Inverness makes a good home base for day trips.







THE BEST OF INVERNESS & LOCH NESS
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The old town of Inverness invites strolling.







THE BEST OF INVERNESS & LOCH NESS
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The Leault sheepdog demonstration wows visitors.







THE BEST OF INVERNESS & LOCH NESS
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Inverness has a range of appealing, cosmopolitan eateries.







THE BEST OF INVERNESS & LOCH NESS
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Cawdor Castle, near Inverness, is surrounded by lovely gardens.







THE BEST OF THE REST


With extra time, splice any of these destinations into your trip. Stirling is one of Scotland’s top castles, with interesting sights nearby—from giant horse heads and a dramatic battle monument to a Ferris wheel for boats at Falkirk. The stirring “Weeping Glen” of Glencoe offers some of the Highlands’ best scenery and hikes. Pitlochry is awash with whisky distilleries and laced with hiking trails. Balmoral Castle, the Queen’s Scottish retreat, is yours to visit when she’s away.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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Glencoe offers an easy, refreshing look at the Highlands.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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Of historic Stirling Castle, it’s been said: “He who holds Stirling, holds Scotland.”







THE BEST OF THE REST
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The Falkirk Wheel ingeniously lifts boats between locks.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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Balmoral Castle is the Queen’s go-to spot in Scotland.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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With moors and mountains, Glencoe Valley attracts nature lovers.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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Pitlochry distilleries stock ample whisky for their popular tours.







THE BEST OF THE REST
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The Kelpies pay homage to sprites of Scottish lore who took the shape of horses.






TRAVEL SMART



Approach Scotland like a veteran traveler, even if it’s your first trip. Design your itinerary, get a handle on your budget, make advance arrangements, and follow my travel strategies on the road.


For my best advice on sightseeing, accommodations, restaurants, and transportation, see the Practicalities chapter.


Designing Your Itinerary


Decide when to go. Scotland is most crowded between mid-May and mid-September. In most of Scotland, July and August offer the best weather and busiest schedule of tourist fun—and consequently jam-packed B&Bs and restaurants. Edinburgh is especially swamped throughout August, the city’s festival season. Any town is busy during its Highland Games.


Travel from April to mid-May and mid-September to mid-October is easier. Those times tend to have fewer tourists, a full range of sights, and better room availability (and prices). In the off-season, castles and historic sites may be closed, but cities welcome visitors any time of year.


Whenever you go, your B&B host will warn you to prepare for “four seasons in one day,” though the weather is rarely extreme. Bring a jacket, dress in layers, and take full advantage of bright spells.


Choose your top destinations. My recommended itinerary (on here) gives you an idea of how much you can reasonably see in 14 days, but it’s easy to adapt it to fit your interests and time frame.


If you enjoy all that big cities have to offer, you could easily spend a week in Edinburgh, even outside of festival time. For nightlife, Edinburgh and Glasgow are tops.


Historians find much to study in Scotland. Royalists tour Scotland’s many castles (Edinburgh’s Castle and Palace of Holyroodhouse, Stirling, Balmoral, Dunvegan, and more), while clansmen gather at Glencoe’s Weeping Glen, the Culloden Battlefield, and the Isle of Skye. Architects are drawn to Glasgow, and engineers are intrigued by the Caledonian Canal and Falkirk Wheel.


Hikers love to go a ’wandering in the Highlands, particularly around Glencoe and the Isle of Skye. Golfers head to St. Andrews, of course. Photographers want to go everywhere.
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Highland Games, held in many towns, offer authentic Scottish culture.





For countryside fun in summer, be sure to see if any Highland Games coincide with your visit (check www.shga.co.uk). These quintessentially Scottish competitions—day-long events held in various towns throughout summer—celebrate Highland dancing, footraces, and feats of strength. They’re well worth a day of your trip.


Draft a rough itinerary. Figure out how many destinations you can comfortably fit in the time you have. Don’t overdo it—few travelers wish they’d hurried more. Allow enough days per stop: Figure on at least two days for most destinations and more for Edinburgh.


Staying in a home base—like Oban or Inverness—and making day trips can be more time-efficient than changing locations and hotels. Minimize one-night stands, especially consecutive ones; it can be worth taking a late-afternoon drive or train ride to get settled into a town for two nights.


Connect the dots. Link your destinations into a logical route. If your plans extend beyond Scotland, determine which cities in Europe you’ll fly into and out of—for instance, into Edinburgh and out of Amsterdam. Begin your search for transatlantic flights at Kayak.com.


Decide if you’ll travel by car, take public transportation, or use a combination. A car is particularly helpful for exploring the Highlands but is useless in Edinburgh and Glasgow (pick up your car as you leave Glasgow and drop it when you return to Edinburgh). Some travelers rent a car on site for a day or two (the Isle of Skye is a good candidate for this) and use public transportation for the rest of their trip.


If relying on public transportation, you’ll likely use a mix of trains and buses. Trains are faster and more expensive than buses (which don’t run as often on Sundays). In the mountainous Highlands, buses are often your only option. If you have limited time, consider taking minibus tours of the Highlands, offered from Inverness, Glasgow, and even Edinburgh. But with more time, everything is workable by public transportation.


Allot sufficient time for transportation in your itinerary. Whether you travel by train, bus, or car, it’ll take a half-day to get between most destinations. To determine approximate travel times between your destinations, study the driving map on here or check Google Maps; visit NationalRail.co.uk for train schedules or Traveline.info (a route-planning site that includes train and bus options). If traveling beyond Scotland, check Skyscanner.com for intra-European flights.


Plan your days. Fine-tune your itinerary; write out a day-by-day plan of where you’ll be and what you want to see. To help you make the most of your time, I’ve suggested day plans for each major destination. But take sight closures into account: Avoid visiting a town on the one day a week that your must-see sights are closed. Check if any holidays or festivals fall during your trip—these attract crowds and can close sights (for the latest, check Scotland’s tourist website, www.visitscotland.com).


Give yourself some slack. Every trip, and every traveler, needs downtime for doing laundry, picnic shopping, relaxing, people-watching, and so on. Pace yourself. Assume you will return.


Ready, set...You’ve designed the perfect itinerary for the trip of a lifetime.


Trip Costs


Run a reality check on your dream trip. You’ll have major transportation costs in addition to daily expenses.


Flight: A round-trip flight from the US to Edinburgh costs about $900-1,500, depending on where you fly from and when.


Car Rental: Allow roughly $250 per week, not including tolls, gas, parking, and insurance. Rentals are cheapest if arranged from the US.


Public Transportation: For a two-week trip, allow about $250 per person for trains and buses. To reduce train costs, you can get discounted advance-purchase tickets online, though you’ll be locked into the travel time you choose.
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Here’s an itinerary for an unforgettable two-week trip that’ll show you the very best that Scotland has to offer. While this itinerary is geared for drivers (who pick up their rental car when leaving Glasgow), most connections can be done by train or bus, though allow extra time, and consider a bus tour from Inverness for Highland day-tripping.








	DAY

	PLAN

	SLEEP










	1

	Arrive in 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

	Portree






	9

	Isle of Skye

	Portree






	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 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
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AVERAGE DAILY EXPENSES PER PERSON
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Budget Tips: You can cut your daily expenses by taking advantage of the deals you’ll find throughout Scotland and mentioned in this book.


City transit passes (for all-day use) decrease your cost per ride in Edinburgh and Glasgow. Avid sightseers consider Scotland’s country-wide sightseeing passes and memberships (see here). If you don’t get a pass, visit only the sights you most want to see, and seek out free sights and experiences (especially easy to do in Glasgow—see here).


Some businesses—especially hotels and walking-tour companies—offer discounts to my readers (look for the RS% symbol in the listings in this book).


Book your rooms directly with the hotel. Some hotels offer discounts if you pay in cash and/or stay three or more nights (it pays to check online or ask). Rooms cost less outside of peak-season (July and August). And even seniors can stay in hostels (some have double rooms) for about $30 per person. Or check Airbnb-type sites for deals. (But don’t expect any deals in Edinburgh during festival-filled August when hotel prices often soar; your best bet is booking well in advance.)


It’s no hardship to eat inexpensively in Scotland. You can get tasty, affordable meals at pubs, cafeterias, chain restaurants, street-food joints, and fish-and-chips stands. Some upscale restaurants offer early-bird dinner specials. Bakeries and groceries sell ready-made sandwiches; cultivate the art of picnicking in atmospheric settings.


When you splurge, choose an experience you’ll always remember, such as a musical event or an island day trip. Minimize souvenir shopping; focus instead on collecting wonderful memories.



Before You Go



You’ll have a smoother trip if you tackle a few things ahead of time. For more info on these topics, see the Practicalities chapter and check RickSteves.com, which has helpful travel tips and talks.


Make sure your passport is valid. If your passport is due to expire within six months of your ticketed date of return, you need to renew it. Allow up to six weeks to renew or get a passport (www.travel.state.gov).


Arrange your transportation. Book your international flights. It’s worth thinking about buying essential train tickets in advance, getting a rail pass, renting a car, or booking cheap European flights. (You can wing it once you’re there, but it may cost more.)


Book rooms well in advance, especially if your trip falls during peak season or any major holidays or festivals; those visiting Edinburgh in August or the Isle of Skye in summer should book especially early.


Reserve or buy tickets in advance for major sights. If you’ll be in Edinburgh in August, check the festival schedule for theater and music in advance; if there’s something you just have to see, consider buying tickets before your trip. Tickets to Edinburgh’s Military Tattoo (also in Aug) sell out early—book as far ahead as possible. It’s also smart to book online for Edinburgh Castle. To golf at St. Andrews’ famous Old Course, reserve the previous fall, or put your name in for the “ballot” two days before. Specifics on making reservations are in the individual chapters.


Consider travel insurance. Compare the cost of the insurance to the cost of your potential loss. Check whether your existing insurance (health, homeowners, or renters) covers you and your possessions overseas.


Call your bank. Alert your bank that you’ll be using your debit and credit cards in Europe. Ask about transaction fees, and get the PIN number for your credit card. You won’t need to bring along pounds; you can withdraw currency from cash machines while traveling.


Use your smartphone smartly. Sign up for an international service plan to reduce your costs, or rely on Wi-Fi in Europe instead. Download any apps you’ll want on the road, such as maps, transit schedules, and Rick Steves Audio Europe (see the sidebar).


Pack light. You’ll walk with your luggage more than you think. I travel for weeks with a single carry-on bag and a daypack. Use the packing checklist in Practicalities as a guide.




Rick’s Free Video Clips and Audio Tours


Rick Steves Classroom Europe, a powerful tool for teachers, is also useful for travelers. This video library contains over 400 short clips excerpted from my public television series. Enjoy these videos as you sort through options for your trip and to better understand what you’ll see in Europe. Check it out at Classroom.RickSteves.com (just enter a topic to find everything I’ve filmed on a subject).
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Rick Steves Audio Europe, a free app, makes it easy to download my audio tours and listen to them offline as you travel. For this book (look for the [image: ]), these audio tours include my Edinburgh’s Royal Mile walk. The app also offers interviews from my public radio show with experts from Europe and around the globe. Find it in your app store or at RickSteves.com/AudioEurope.
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Travel Strategies on the Road


If you have a positive attitude, equip yourself with good information, and expect to travel smart, you will.


Read—and reread—this book. To have an “A” trip, be an “A” student. As you study up on sights, note opening hours, closed days, crowd-beating tips, and whether reservations are required or advisable. Check for any changes at RickSteves.com/update.


Be your own tour guide. As you travel, get up-to-date info on sights, reserve tickets and tours, reconfirm hotels and travel arrangements, and check transit connections. Visit local tourist-information offices. Upon arrival in a new town, lay the groundwork for a smooth departure; confirm the road, train, or bus you’ll take when you leave.


Give local tours a spin. Your appreciation of a place and its history can increase dramatically if you take a walking tour in any big city or at a museum (some offer live or audio tours), or even hire a private guide (some will drive you around). If you want to learn more about any aspect of Scotland, experts are happy to teach you.


Plan for rain. No matter when you go, the weather can change several times in a day, but rarely is it extreme. Bring a jacket and dress in layers. Just keep traveling and enjoy the “bright spells.” A bout of rain is the perfect excuse to go into a pub and make a new friend.


Outsmart thieves. Although pickpocketing isn’t a major problem outside of bigger cities, it’s still smart to keep your cash, credit cards, and passport secure in a money belt tucked under your clothes; carry only a day’s spending money in your front pocket or wallet. Don’t set valuable items down on counters or café tabletops, where they can be quickly stolen or easily forgotten.


Minimize potential loss. Keep expensive gear to a minimum. Bring photocopies or take photos of important documents (passport and cards) to aid in replacement if they’re lost or stolen. Back up photos and files frequently.


Guard your time and energy. Taking a minibus tour can be a good value if it saves you a long day of waiting for bus connections. A taxi can be worthwhile when you’re tired. To avoid long lines at sights, follow my crowd-beating tips (such as making advance reservations, or sightseeing early or late).


Be flexible. Even if you have a well-planned itinerary, expect changes, closures, sore feet, drizzly days, and so on. Your Plan B could turn out to be even better.


Connect with the culture. Interacting with locals carbonates your experience. Enjoy the friendliness of the Scottish people; most exchanges come with an ample side-helping of fun banter. Ask questions—most locals are happy to point you in their idea of the right direction. Slow down, step out of your comfort zone, and be open to unexpected experiences. Set up your own quest for the best hike, finest castle viewpoint, or favorite whisky. Dare to try haggis. When an unexpected opportunity pops up, say “yes.”




Welcome to Rick Steves’ Europe


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.


I discovered a passion for European travel as a teen and have been sharing it ever since—through my bus tours, my public television and radio shows, and travel guidebooks. Over the years, I’ve taught millions of travelers how to best enjoy Europe’s blockbuster sights—and experience “Back Door” discoveries that most tourists miss.


This book offers a balanced mix of Scotland’s rich cultural heritage and the rugged beauty of its countryside. It’s selective: Scotland has more than 790 islands; I recommend only the best—Skye, Mull, Iona, and Staffa. It’s in-depth: My self-guided city walks and driving tours give insight into the country’s vibrant history and today’s living, breathing culture.


I advocate traveling simply and smartly. Take advantage of my money- and time-saving tips on sightseeing, transportation, and more. Try local, characteristic alternatives to expensive hotels and restaurants. In many ways, spending more money only builds a thicker wall between you and what you traveled so far to see.
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We visit Scotland to experience it—to become temporary locals. Thoughtful travel engages us with the world, as we learn to appreciate other cultures and new ways to measure quality of life.


Judging from the positive feedback I receive from readers, this book will help you enjoy a fun, affordable, and rewarding vacation—whether it’s your first trip or your tenth.


Happy travels!
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Hear the trill of the bagpipes? Taste a wee dram of whisky? Feel the winds of history blowing through the glens?


Your next stop...Scotland!
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Edinburgh at a Glance


EDINBURGH IN 3 DAYS


ORIENTATION


Tourist Information


Helpful Hints


Map: Edinburgh


Tours


EDINBURGH WALKS
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Map: Royal Mile Walk


[image: ] New Town Walk: Georgian Edinburgh


Map: New Town Walk: Georgian Edinburgh


SIGHTS


Map: Edinburgh Castle


EXPERIENCES


Urban Hikes


Whisky and Gin Tasting


Edinburgh’s Festivals


Shopping


Night Walks


Music and Entertainment


SLEEPING


Hotels in the City Center


Hostel


The West End


Map: Edinburgh Hotels & Restaurants


B&Bs South of the City Center


Map: B&Bs South of the City Center


EATING


The Old Town


The New Town


The West End


Map: West End Hotels & Restaurants


South of the City Center


TRANSPORTATION


Getting Around Edinburgh


Arriving and Departing


BEST OF THE REST


STIRLING


Map: Stirling


STIRLING SIGHTS


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.


Edinburgh (ED’n-burah—only tourists pronounce it like “Pittsburgh”) 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, and Georgian mansions decked out in Greek-style columns and statues.


Just to the west of the New Town, the West End is a prestigious and quieter neighborhood boasting more Georgian architecture, cobbled lanes, fine dining options, and a variety of concert and theater venues.


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 city. Historic, monumental, fun, and well organized, Edinburgh is a tourist’s delight.


EDINBURGH IN 3 DAYS


Day 1: Tour the castle, then take my self-guided Royal Mile walk, stopping in at St. Giles’ Cathedral and whichever shops and museums interest you. At the bottom of the Mile, consider visiting the Scottish Parliament, the Palace of Holyroodhouse, or both. If the weather’s good and the trail is open, you could hike along the Salisbury Crags.


On any evening: Options include various “haunted Edinburgh” walks, the literary pub crawl, live music in pubs, or a touristy Scottish folk evening.


Day 2: Visit the National Museum of Scotland. After lunch, stroll through the Scottish National Gallery. Then follow my self-guided walk through the New Town, visiting the Scottish National Portrait Gallery and the Georgian House.


Day 3: Choose among the following options. Tour the good ship Britannia (just outside of town; allow a half-day). Visit any museums you didn’t get to on Days 1 and 2. Go hiking for great city views: up Calton Hill or above the Salisbury Crags to Arthur’s Seat. Browse the shopping streets, try a whisky tasting, and stroll the Royal Mile again, this time without a sightseeing agenda, simply to enjoy this grand city.


ORIENTATION


With 500,000 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, West End, and the B&B area south of the city center.


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 is the National Museum of Scotland; farther to the south is a handy B&B neighborhood that lines up along Mayfield Gardens. North of the Royal Mile ridge is the New Town, a neighborhood of grid-planned streets and elegant Georgian buildings, and the West End, near Charlotte Square—a posh, quiet neighborhood that’s still close to the sightseeing action.
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Edinburgh’s Old Town





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, Waverley Mall, bus info office (starting point for most city bus tours), Scottish National Gallery, and a covered dance-and-music pavilion.


Tourist Information


The TI, branded “iCentre,” is on the Royal Mile across from St. Giles’ Cathedral (Mon-Sat 9:00-17:00, Sun from 10:00, June daily until 18:00, July-Aug daily until 19:00, 249 High Street, tel. 0131/473-3868, www.visitscotland.com). The staff is scattered at various tables with laptops on and ready to help.


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 comprehensive entertainment listing, The List.




Rick’s Tip: If visiting during the Edinburgh Festival in August, book ahead for your must-see events, hotels, and dinners. Expect huge crowds and sky-high hotel prices.





Helpful Hints


Baggage Storage: At the train station, a luggage storage office is near platform 2 (£7.50/3 hours, daily 7:00-23:00). Cheaper lockers are at the bus station on St. Andrew Square, just two blocks north of the train station (£8/12 hours, daily 4:30-24:00). Apps like Stasher can also help you find convenient baggage storage locations around big cities like Edinburgh.


Laundry: The Ace Cleaning Centre launderette is located near my recommended B&Bs south of town. You can pay for full-service laundry (drop off in the morning for same-day service) or stay and do it yourself. For a small extra fee, they’ll collect your laundry from your B&B and drop it off the next day (Mon-Fri 8:00-19:30, 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). In the West End, Johnsons the Cleaners will do your laundry (no hotel or B&B drop-off, Mon-Fri 9:30-18:00, Sat until 17:00, closed Sun, 5 Drumsheugh Place, tel. 0131/225-8077).
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▲▲▲Royal Mile Historic road—good for walking—stretching from the castle down to the palace, lined with museums, pubs, and shops.


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


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


▲▲Gladstone’s Land Seventeenth-century Royal Mile merchant’s residence. Hours: Daily 11:00-16:30.


▲▲St. Giles’ Cathedral Preaching grounds of Scottish Reformer John Knox, with spectacular organ, Neo-Gothic chapel, and distinctive crown spire. Hours: Mon-Fri 9:00-19:00, Sat until 17:00; Nov-March Mon-Sat 9:00-17:00; Sun 13:00-17:00 year-round.


▲▲Scottish Parliament Building Striking headquarters for parliament, which returned to Scotland in 1999. Hours: Mon-Sat 10:00-17:00, longer hours Tue-Thu when parliament is in session (Sept-June), closed Sun year-round.


▲▲Palace of Holyroodhouse The Queen’s splendid official residence in Scotland, with lavish rooms, 12th-century abbey, and gallery with rotating exhibits. Hours: Daily 9:30-18:00, Nov-March until 16:30, closed during royal visits.
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▲▲Scottish National Gallery Choice sampling of European masters and Scotland’s finest. Hours: Fri-Wed 10:00-17:00, Aug until 18:00; Thu 10:00-19:00 year-round.


▲▲Scottish National Portrait Gallery Beautifully displayed Who’s Who of Scottish history. Hours: Daily 10:00-17:00.


▲▲Georgian House Intimate peek at upper-crust life in the late 1700s. Hours: Daily 10:00-17:00, March and Nov 11:00-16:00, closed Dec-Feb.


▲▲Royal Yacht Britannia The Queen’s former floating palace, with a history of distinguished passengers, a 15-minute trip out of town. Hours: Daily 9:30-16:30, Oct until 16:00, Nov-March 10:00-15:30.


▲The Scotch Whisky Experience Gimmicky but fun and educational introduction to Scotland’s most famous beverage. Hours: Generally daily 10:00-18:30.
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Bike Rental and Tours: The laid-back crew at Cycle Scotland happily recommends good bike routes with your rental (prices starting at £20/3 hours or £30/day, electric bikes available for extra fee, daily 10:00-18:00, may be closed in winter, just off Royal Mile at 29 Blackfriars Street, tel. 0131/556-5560, mobile 0779-688-6899, www.cyclescotland.co.uk, Peter). They also run guided three-hour bike tours daily (£45/person, extra fee for e-bike, book ahead).


Tours


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 “Night Walks” on here.


Edinburgh Tour Guides offers a good historical walk (without all the ghosts and goblins). Their Royal Mile tour is a gentle three-hour downhill stroll from the top of the Mile to the palace (£25; daily at 9:30 and 19:00—evening tour is only two hours; meet outside Gladstone’s Land, near the top of the Royal Mile, must reserve ahead, mobile 0785-888-0072, www.edinburghtourguides.com, info@edinburghtourguides.com).
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Rick’s Tip: Sunday means fewer crowds, making this a good day to take a guided walking tour along the Royal Mile or a city bus tour. Although many Royal Mile sights are closed on Sunday (except in August), other major sights and shops are open.





Mercat Tours offers a 1.5-hour “Secrets of the Royal Mile” walk that’s more entertaining than intellectual (£14; £30 includes optional, 45-minute guided Edinburgh Castle visit; daily at 10:00 and 13:00, leaves from Mercat Cross on the Royal Mile, tel. 0131/225-5445, www.mercattours.com). They also offer other themed tours (check their website).


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, £230/day without car, £450/day with car, mobile 0798-957-0287, www.travelthroughscotland.com, scotguide7@gmail.com); Ken Hanley (who wears his kilt as if pants don’t exist, £130/half-day, £250/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, kennethhanley@me.com); and Maggie McLeod (another top-notch guide, £175/half-day walking tour, £660 day trips with car to farther-flung destinations, mobile 0775-151-6776, www.scotlandandmore.com, margaret.mcleod@live.co.uk).


HOP-ON, HOP-OFF BUS TOURS


The following one-hour hop-on, hop-off bus tour routes, all run by the same company, circle the town center, stopping at the major sights. Edinburgh Tour (green buses) focuses on the city center, with live guides. City Sightseeing (red buses, focuses on Old Town) has recorded commentary, as does the Majestic Tour (blue-and-yellow buses, goes to the port of Leith and includes a stop at the Britannia and Royal Botanic Garden). You can pay for just one tour (£16/24 hours), but most people pay a few pounds more for a ticket covering all buses (£24/48 hours; buses run April-Oct roughly 9:00-19:00, shorter hours off-season; about every 10 minutes, buy tickets on board, tel. 0131/220-0770, www.edinburghtour.com).


The Royal Edinburgh Ticket costs £57 and covers 48 hours of unlimited travel on all three hop-on, hop-off buses, as well as admission at Edinburgh Castle, the Palace of Holyroodhouse, and Britannia (www.royaledinburghticket.co.uk). This is a good deal if you plan to use the buses and see all three sights. You’ll also save time by skipping ticket lines at the included sights.



EDINBURGH WALKS



I’ve outlined two walks in Edinburgh: along the Royal Mile, and through the New Town.
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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 free [image: ] downloadable Rick Steves audio tour.


This 1.5-hour walk covers the Royal Mile’s landmarks, but skips the many museums and indoor sights along the way (these are described under “Sights,” later). Doing this walk in the morning or evening allows you to focus on the past without having to dodge crowds. You can return later to stroll during the much livelier business hours when shops, museums, and the cathedral are all open.


Another option is to review the sight descriptions beforehand, plan your walk around their open hours, and pop into those that interest you as you pass them.


Overview


Start at Edinburgh Castle at the top and amble down to the Palace of Holyroodhouse. The street itself 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.


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).


Despite the drizzle, be sure to look up—spires, carvings, and towering Gothic “skyscrapers” give this city its unique urban identity.


As you stroll this mostly traffic-free tourist strip, you’ll navigate a can-can of low-grade souvenir shops, eateries, and tour groups following their guides’ umbrellas. Along the way, you’ll be entertained by buskers, perused by pickpockets, hit up by beggars, and tempted by street merchants. Oh, and as it’s quite haunted, you may feel the presence of a few ghosts.
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The Royal Mile
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Royal Mile Walk Map Key


1 Edinburgh Castle


2 Castlehill


3 Lawnmarket


4 Bank/High Streets Intersection


5 St. Giles’ Cathedral


6 More of High Street


7 John Knox House


8 The World’s End


9 Canongate


10 Scottish Parliament Building


11 Palace of Holyroodhouse





• We’ll start at the castle esplanade, the big parking lot at the entrance to...



1 Edinburgh Castle M



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 (for a self-guided tour of Edinburgh Castle, see here.) Its 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.


Facing north from the esplanade, 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 River Forth flows into the North Sea.) Still facing north, find the lacy spire of the Scott Monument and two Neoclassical buildings housing art galleries. Beyond them, the stately buildings of Edinburgh’s New Town rise. Panning to the right, find the Nelson Monument and some faux Greek ruins atop Calton Hill.
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Edinburgh Castle’s Esplanade





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



2 Castlehill M



The big, squat, tank-like building immediately on your left was once the Old Town’s reservoir. While it once held 1.5 million gallons of water, today it’s filled with the touristy Tartan Weaving Mill (open daily 9:00-17:30), a massive complex of four floors selling every kind of Scottish cliché. At the bottom level (a long way down) is a floor of big looms and weavers sometimes at work.


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,” described later).


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



3 Lawnmarket M



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).


Towering above Lawnmarket, with the highest 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. This is a handy stop for its WC, café, and free Wi-Fi, and for information on Edinburgh’s many festivals: The world-famous Edinburgh Festival fills the month of August with cultural action, while other August festivals feature classical music, traditional and fringe theater (especially comedy), art, books, and more.


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.


• 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. Now a museum, Gladstone’s Land is worth visiting for its intimate look at life here 400 years ago (see “Sights,” later).


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.


Opposite Gladstone’s Land (at #322), a 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. The dirt streets were soiled with sewage from bedpans emptied out windows. By the 1700s, the Old Town was rife with poverty and disease. 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...



4 Bank/High Streets Intersection M



Several 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. (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.)


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.


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 the excellent National Museum of Scotland, photogenic Victoria Street, which leads to the pub-lined Grassmarket square, and several recommended eateries. Victoria Street (to the left) is so dreamy, many Potterheads figure it must be the inspiration for J. K. Rowling’s Diagon Alley.


Across the street (downhill) 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.
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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 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. These neighborhood wells were served by the reservoir up at the castle.


• Ahead of you (past the Victorian statue of some duke), embedded in the cobblestones 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.


• Make your way to the entrance of the church.



5 St. Giles’ Cathedral M



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.


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 (see “Sights,” later).


• 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. 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.)


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 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.
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St. Giles’ Cathedral





• 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.


• Head on down the Royal Mile.



6 More of High Street M



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 telephonic calls to each other. (Imagine that!)


At the next intersection, on the left, is Cockburn Street (pronounced “COE-burn”), with a reputation for its eclectic independent shops and string of trendy bars and eateries.


• When you reach the Tron Church (with a fine 17th-century interior, currently housing historic exhibits and shops), you’re at the intersection of North and South Bridge streets. These major streets lead left to Waverley Station and right to the Mayfield Gardens 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. In front of that, take in the spire of St. Giles’ Cathedral—inspired by the Scottish crown and the thistle, Scotland’s national flower.


With its faux turret and made-up 16th-century charm, the Radisson Blu Hotel just across the street is entirely new construction (1990), but built to fit in. The city is protecting its historic look.


In the next block downhill are three characteristic pubs (The Mitre, Royal Mile, and Whiski), side by side, that offer free folk music many evenings.


• Go down High Street another block, passing near the Museum of Childhood (on the right, at #42).


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



7 John Knox House M



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. 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...



8 The World’s End M



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. You can even pop in for a pint at the recommended The World’s End pub, to your right. At the intersection, find the brass bricks in the street that trace the gate (demolished in 1764).


Look left down Jeffrey Street past the train tracks for 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. Today, the main reason to go up Calton Hill is for the fine views.


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



9 Canongate M



A couple hundred yards farther along (on the right at #172) you reach Cadenhead’s, a serious whisky shop (see here).


• About 30 yards beyond that, you’ll pass two worthwhile and free museums, the People’s Story Museum (on the left, in the old tollhouse at #163) and the Museum of Edinburgh (on the right, at #142), with the entry to the characteristic Bakehouse Close next door. 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.


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).




[image: ]


Canongate Kirk





• After leaving the church, walk about 300 yards farther along (past the recommended Clarinda’s Tea Room). 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 that juts into the sidewalk). 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.
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