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ROUND 1

Old Town

The ancient medieval core of the city, stretching down the 
ridge from the castle to the Palace of Holyroodhouse, is 
still Edinburgh’s most conspicuous landmark. Some 60,000 
people lived within this confined space by the 1760s. In this 
first round we wander down some of the Old Town’s nooks 
and crannies.

1. What is the Royal Mile, and why is it so called?

2. What is a forestair?

3. What is the oldest house in Edinburgh?

4. What is the Mercat Cross?

5. True or false: the street name ‘Canongate’ comes from 
a former Royal artillery park at Holyrood Palace at the 
foot of the Royal Mile.

6. What was the name of the main gate in the City Wall 
at the foot of High Street?
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7. What would have been your reaction in Old Edinburgh 
if someone overhead cried out ‘Gardyloo!’?

8. What were the Luckenbooths?

9. What was the original function of the City Chambers?

10. What was a caddie?

Enough of the ‘Old’, now let’s look at the ‘New’.
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Answers - Round 1

1. The long main street of the Old Town, running 

down the crag and tail ridge from the castle 

to the Queen’s Palace of Holyroodhouse

It is so called because it connects a royal castle with a royal 
palace, and is just over a mile long. It actually consists of 
five streets that connect end to end. Starting at the Castle 
Esplanade, we go down Castlehill, followed by Lawnmarket, 
High Street, Canongate and finally Abbey Strand which leads 
to the gates of the palace. The name Royal Mile itself is of 
comparatively recent origin, being first coined in a guidebook 
published in 1901.

2. An external open stair leading to 

the first floor of a building 

Typical of old Edinburgh, the ground floor of buildings facing 
on to the street was used for shops and other commercial 
premises. The forestair gave direct access to the residen-
tial apartments above. Most of the Old Town’s forestairs 
were swept away long ago, as they were already considered 
an obstruction to pedestrians, but there are some pictur-
esque survivals – for example at Gladstone’s Land in the 
Lawnmarket and Moubray House on High Street.
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3. John Knox House on High Street

However, the adjacent Moubray House may well vie for the 
honour of being Edinburgh’s oldest house, as both have ele-
ments believed to date back to the closing decades of the 
fifteenth century. Both were extensively rebuilt after the burn-
ing of Edinburgh by the Earl of Hertford’s English army in 1544, 
and the present frontage of John Knox House is mid-sixteenth 
century, while that of Moubray House is early seventeenth. 
Despite its traditional association with John Knox, it is now 
thought unlikely that the fiery reformer actually lived in the 
house that bears his name, although he would have known 
it when he was minister of St Giles further up the Royal Mile 
in the 1560s and ’70s. Daniel Defoe, the author of Robinson 
Crusoe, lived in Moubray House in 1706-7, when he was an 
English spy working for the passage of the Act of Union.

4. The sign of Edinburgh’s status as a burgh, 

with the right to hold a market, to raise 

local taxes and to be self-governing

Burgh status was awarded by charter from the king (royal 
burgh), the Church (ecclesiastical burgh), or the local lord 
(burgh of barony). Typically, a mercat cross takes the form 
of a pillar crowned by a heraldic carving. Edinburgh’s cross 
is now situated at the eastern end of St Giles, opposite the 
City Chambers, though this is not its original location, which 
is marked in the paving slabs slightly further down High 
Street, in front of the statue of Adam Smith. The present 
cross was erected in 1885 at the expense of W.E. Gladstone, 



16

the famous Victorian statesman who was a local MP. It takes 
the form of an octagonal drum-shaped base with heraldic 
arms on each face, while the shaft of the cross, topped by 
a unicorn, rises from the base. The platform on top of the 
base is the place in Scotland where Royal Proclamations are 
read by the Lord Lyon King of Arms.

5. False

The name derives from the canons, or clergy, of Holyrood 
Abbey. Literally it means ‘The Canons’ Street’, and the name 
was also applied to the ecclesiastical burgh founded at the 
same time as the Abbey in the 1120s. Canongate remained 
a separate burgh until 1856, when it was finally absorbed 
within the City of Edinburgh.

6. The Netherbow Port

This was an imposing castellated and turreted structure, 
erected in its latter form when the city walls were recon-
structed after Scotland’s disastrous defeat by the English 
at Flodden in 1513. Despite its formidable appearance, 
Bonnie Prince Charlie’s Jacobite army captured it by a ruse 
in September 1745, sneaking through the gates when they 
were opened to admit a delegation of magistrates who 
had been negotiating with the Jacobite force. As a result, 
Edinburgh (but not the castle) was captured without a single 
shot being fired. The Netherbow Port was demolished in 
1764 as an obstruction to traffic, but its outline is marked 
by brass plates on the road surface at the junction of High 
Street and the Canongate. A carved wall-mounted plaque on 
the north side of High Street, just above the junction, gives 
a good impression of how it once looked.
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7. Move quickly out of the way!

Old Edinburgh had to build high in order to squeeze so 
many people into such a compact area. Many ‘lands’ on 
the Royal Mile rose to eight storeys or more, while, because 
of the steepness of the slope, they were even higher down 
the narrow closes and wynds descending on either side 
to the ‘Nor’ Loch’ (where Princes Street Gardens are now) 
and to the Cowgate. There was no running water in those 
days, and so no flushing lavatories. Each evening, at the 
beat of a drum, people threw from their windows whatever 
unpleasantness had accumulated during the day, to the 
shout of ‘Gardy-loo!’ (from the French ‘Prenez garde à l’eau’ 

– ‘watch out for the water’). If you were passing underneath 
when this cry rang out you would exclaim – perhaps more 
in hope than expectation – ‘Haud yer haun’ (‘Hold your 
hand’). I fear, though, that history records that all too often 
people were the victims of these rather unsavoury showers! 

8. The Luckenbooths were a long narrow row of 

tenements that used to stand in the centre of 

High Street, immediately north of St Giles

Dating originally from the mid-fifteenth century, but 
frequently rebuilt and extended, they housed lockable 
shops (the meaning of the word). The eastern end of the 
Luckenbooths, facing down High Street, was where the poet 
Alan Ramsay opened a bookshop and Edinburgh’s first circu-
lating library in the eighteenth century. This was later taken 
over by William Creech, the publisher of Robert Burns, who 
regularly frequented the shop along with most of the city’s 
literati. The narrow passage between this building and St 
Giles was known as ‘the Krames’, and was filled with the 
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open stalls of toy sellers. The Luckenbooths were demol-
ished in 1817, to open up the street. Their former outline is 
marked by brass plates in the roadway.

9. The original function of the City Chambers was as the 

Royal Exchange for the use of the city’s merchants

It was officially opened in 1760 by George Drummond, the 
pioneering Lord Provost who was also the driving force 
behind the creation of the New Town. Edinburgh’s mer-
chants had traditionally done their trading in the open air by 
the Mercat Cross (in its previous location – see 4 above). This 
had been taken down in 1756, largely to encourage mer-
chants to use the new facility, but they continued to prefer 
dealing at the Cross’s former site or in the many taverns in 
the area. As a result, the City Council took over much of the 
building in 1811, and by the end of the nineteenth century 
occupied it all. It was designed by John Adam, the son of 
William and brother of the more famous Robert.

10.  In old Edinburgh, a caddie (or cadie) was a 

ubiquitous necessity, a curious combination of 

messenger, delivery man, news vendor and guide

The Old Town was full of dark closes and narrow, badly lit 
stairs. There were no street names or house numbers, so 
often the only way to find your way to a particular apartment 
or have a message delivered was to engage the services of 
a caddie, who knew all the city’s nooks and crannies, where 
everyone lived, and everyone’s business. From the beginning 
of the eighteenth century they were licenced and regulated 
by the City Council – rather like taxi drivers today – and 
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became a closed company, subject to rules and discipline. 
Many of them were Highlanders. They disappeared in the 
early nineteenth century, after the successful development 
of the New Town. As a matter of interest, the golfing term 
‘caddy’ probably comes from the fact that Edinburgh gen-
tlemen hired caddies to carry their clubs when they were 
playing a round of golf.


