
Auld Reekie: 
A trail of two towns

Night
“Now some to porter, some to punch,
Some to their wife, and some to their wench,
Retire whie noisy ten-hours drum
Gars a’ your trades gae dand’ring home”

At ten o'clock every night the town 
guard would sound their drum, 
marking time for the streets to clear. 
But that did not mean that all the 
city went to sleep....

Edinburgh’s night life centred on its many drinking clubs, and Robert Fergusson 
was a member of the Cape Club.  Here the lowly court clerk rubbed shoulders 
with artists, councillors, tradesmen and academics. As with all aspects of life in 
the old city, rich and poor were mixing together.

Another popular venue was the Oyster Cellar, a basement club where oysters 
and punch were sold and both men and women could drink and dance all 
night. Edward Topham was invited to one, “...the innocent freedom of their 
manners,and their unaffected good nature, all conspired to make us forget we 
were regaling in a cellar.”

With the building of the New Town though this colourful nightlife gradually 
disappeared. New Town houses with their bigger and grander public rooms, 
allowed the owners to entertain at home with private parties and dinners.

Find out more at www.ewht.org.uk

Evening
“The usefu’ cadie plies in street’
To bide the profits o’ his feet;

Near him the lazy chairman stands,
And wats na how to turn his hand;”

For any visitor to the city, the cadies and sedan chairmen would have been 
essential guides through the warren of closes and wynds. Usually from the 
Highlands, their Gaelic speech would have added to the unfamiliar accents 
heard on the streets.

Cadies were messengers or guides for hire, whose great knowledge of the city’s 
residents and gossip meant they could run all kinds of errands - perhaps even 
returning stolen goods.

The English visitor Edward Topham found 

cadies particularly useful: “...whether you 
stand in need of a valet, a thief-taker 
or a bully your best resource is the 
fraternity of cadies...it is entirely owing 
to them that there are fewer robberies 
and less house-breaking in Edinburgh 
than anywhere else...”

With the many steep 
and narrow closes, 
sedan chairs were the 
most useful form of 
transport in Edinburgh. 
An innovation in 
Edinburgh chairs was 
a hinged seat, which 
allowed passengers to 
stay level as the chair 
descended the steep 
closes.

Find out more at www.ewht.org.uk

At the end of the 1700s the old city of 
Edinburgh was changing dramatically. The  
'Auld Reekie' of the past was to become 
a city to rival London, Berlin, Venice and 
Turin.

In 1767 a plan by architect James Craig 
won the competition to create a New Town 
and transform  the city’s fortunes. The 
New Town would bringing prosperity and 
grandeur to the city – for those who could 
afford it. In the process Auld Reekie’s way 
of life changed forever. 

The poet Robert Fergusson captured 
everyday life in this changing city in his 
writing. He wrote in Scots, the spoken 
language of the people of Edinburgh at the 
time, and his poetry gives us a unique view 
of city life. 

Traces of Fergusson’s Auld Reekie still 
exist today and by following this trail you 
can walk in his footsteps and experience 
life in the old city. 

“Auld Reekie!
Wale o’ilka toun
That Scotland 
kens beneath  
the moon...”
Auld Reekie,  
Robert Fergusson, 1772

Discover Auld Reekie 
at the Museum of 
Edinburgh - 

for details of events visit 
www.ewht.org.uk
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Noon
“Then Bus’ness, weighty Bus’ness comes; 
The Trader glours; he doubts, he hums: 
The Lawyers eke to Cross repair, 
Their Wigs to shaw, and toss an Air; 
While busy Agent closely plies, 
And a’ his kittle Cases tries.” 

In 1756 the old Mercat 
Cross was taken away to 
make the street wider, but 
the area still remained a 
place to do business. In 
the old city, business of 
all sorts was conducted 
in the street, coffee 
houses and taverns 
nearby.

From October to July the 
supreme Scottish court, 
the Court of Session, sat 
in old Parliament House. 
The court opened at 10 
o’clock, and the hopeful 
lawyers would pace the 
hall and precincts hoping 
for a brief from a client. 

Edinburgh had many thriving 
merchants thanks to the port of 
Leith bringing goods from across 
the world into the city.  In 1753 a 
new and elegant Exchange was 
built for them, as part of the plan 
to improve the city. The merchants 
would have none of it, and still did 
their trading in the open air. 

Phoebus: the sun 
Glours: stares 
Eke: also 
Shaw: display  
toss an air: drink a toast 
Agent: lawyer; plies: please 
Kittle: tricky 

Find out more at www.ewht.org.uk

Edina’s Roses
“Then, with an Inundation Big as 
The Burn that ‘neath the Nore Loch Brig is, 
They kindly shower Edina’s Roses, 
To Quicken and Regale our Noses.” 

This is something that all visitors to Edinburgh at the time agreed on - at times 
the city smelt pretty bad.

By long held tradition the contents of residents chamber pots were emptied into 
the street, and scavengers employed by the council would clear up the mess 
and take it out of the city.

Edina’s Roses: 
the contents of a 
chamber pot 

Mrs Piozzi, visiting Edinburgh 
in 1789, was shocked that, 

"Every thing most odious is 
brought & thrown out before 
the owners door at 10 o'clock 
of an Evening without 
Shame or Sorrow - Carts 
being provided to carry it 
off before Morning."

Edward Topham who visited  
the city in 1775 noted that  
the real danger lay not in the 
open High Street, but in the 
more hidden closes where:  

"Many an elegant suit of 
clothes has been spoiled; 
many a powdered, well-
dressed maccaroni sent 
home for the evening..."

Find out more at www.ewht.org.uk

Morning
“Rakin their Ein, the Servant Lasses 
Early begin their Lies and Clashes; 
Ilk tells her Friend of saddest Distress, 
That still she brooks frae scouling Mistress; 
And wi’ her Joe in Turnpike Stair 
She’d rather snuff the stinking Air,”

A turnpike stair was a long spiral staircase leading 
to the many different dwellings in a tenement 
building. In the taller tenements you might find 
the richer classes living on the middle floors, with 
poorer people above and in the basement. 

Most people lived off one of the hundreds of 
closes and wynds, the narrow passageways either 
side of the High Street.  Tucked away from the 
bustle and noise of the main street, residents 
could have a suprising amount of privacy with 
their own gardens or courtyards.

The New Town was designed very differently.  
Here the different social classes were divided, 
with the main wide streets for the rich and narrow 
lanes for traders, servants and craftsmen. Unlike 
the old city, your address gave a good indication 
of your social class.

Rakin: rubbing; ein: eyes 
Clashes: gossiping 
Brooks: endures;  
scouling: scowling  
Joe: boyfriend;  
turnpike stair: spiral stair 
Snuff: sniff 

Find out more at www.ewht.org.uk
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North Bridge
“But Provosts now that ne’er afford
The sma’est dignity to lord,
Ne’er care tho’ every scheme gae wild
That Drummond’s sacred hand has cull’d:
The spacious Brig neglected lies, 
Tho’ plagu’d wi’ pamphlets, dunn’d wi cries;”

The leader of the city council, Lord Provost James Drummond was one of the 
main backers of the New Town plan, and crucial to its success was the building 
of the North Bridge.

In August 1769 the bridge collapsed killing five people, and it took another three 
years to re-build. Over the bridge was Register House, intended to hold the 
nation’s official records. Lack of money though delayed its completion, and in 
the meantime the locals were calling it ‘the most expensive pigeon house in 
Europe’.

With all these set-backs plenty of people prefered to stay in the old city, rather 
than live in the wind swept building site of the New Town. Then in 1787 a new 
Assembly Rooms was built in George Street.  With all social life now focused on 
the New Town, the old city no longer had any attractions for those who could 
afford a more exclusive address.

Writing in 1792, William Creech 
describes how the city has changed:  

“The Lord Justice Clerk 
Tinwald’s house was possessed 
by a French teacher - Lord 
President Craigie’s house by a 
rouping-wife or sales-woman 
of old furniture - and Lord 
Drummore’s house was left 
by a Chairman for want of 
accommodation.”

Find out more at www.ewht.org.uk
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4. No.1 St Andrew Square
This building is on 
one of the most 
important plots 
in the New Town 
plan, intended as 
a site for a church. 
However, the 

wealthy and well connected businessman 
Sir Lawrence Dundas bought the land first. 
He commissioned the famous architect 
Sir William Chambers to build him a grand 
villa on the site. The building has elaborate 
classical features, making it one of the 
grandest houses in the New Town.

5. Register House 
Register House 
was designed 
in 1772 by 
Robert and 
James Adam, 
to house the 

Public Records of Scotland. Money from the 
sale of Jacobite estates funded the initial 
£12,000 of the cost, and work began in 
1775. But the money ran out and Register 
House was not actually finished until 1822. 
It became known as ‘the most magnificent 
pigeon house in Britain’, its incomplete shell 
useful for housing birds not records.

6. Fleshmarket Close
All Edinburgh people bought their 
food from the many markets 
in and around the High Street. 
Seafood could be purchased 
from Fishmarket Close, meat 
from Fleshmarket Close and 
vegetables and fruit from stalls 
in the street. Only the more 
expensive things like tea, sugar 
spices would be bought in shops.

10. City Chambers 
The City Chambers were 
originally built in 1753 
as the Royal Exchange, 
a place of business for 
the city’s merchants. 
It was the first real 

sign of the council’s intention to improve the 
city, who employed John and Robert Adam to 
draw up the plans. It was never popular with the 
city’s merchants who, “..stand in the open from 
force of custom, rather than move a few yards 
to an Exchange that stands empty on one side.” 
Humphry Clinker by Tobias Smollett, 1771.

9. Guard House  
The Guard 
House was 
the home of 
Edinburgh’s 
police force, 
the Town 
Guard.  

According to one writer, its ranks were composed of 
“…old Highlanders, of uncouth aspect and speech, 
dressed in a dingy red uniform and cocked hats…” 
A source of amusement for many people, Robert 
Fergusson described them as ‘the black banditti’. 

13. James Court  
James Court was a new development of four tenement 
blocks arranged around a square, built by James 
Brownhill in 1727. Each house was contained to one 
floor, and designed to be identical to those above and 
below. This was a new style of design, which made 
buildings much cheaper and easier to construct.

The flats in James Court were more spacious, light and airy than traditional 
tenements, and so more expensive. James Brownhill held parties and balls to 
attract potential dwellers. Initially, James Court was the home of professionals, 
merchants and gentry. Many historic figures lived within its walls, including 
philosopher and historian David Hume and author James Boswell.

12. Luckenbooths 
The Luckenbooths were a line of 
tenement buildings with shops, or 
‘locking booths’. The shops sold a 
variety of goods, but perhaps most the 
famous was the bookshop of William 
Creech which drew a crowd of ‘authors 
and literary idlers’ including Robert 
Burns. 

The narrow space between St Giles and 
the Luckenbooths was known as the 
‘Krames’, and was packed with stalls 
selling hardware, leather goods and toys. 

11. Parliament Hall   
Built in 1632 to 
house the Scottish 
Parliament and the 
Court of Sessions, 
the country’s 
supreme court. 
Although most 
of the original 

building has now gone, the hall still exists and is open 
to the public. The scene you can see inside has not 
changed for hundreds of years, as advocates pace up 
and down discussing their cases. 

2. St Andrew’s & St George’s Church  
Built in the 1780’s, it was 
the first place of worship in 
the New Town, The church’s 
‘temple front’ is in keeping 
with the rest of the New 
Town, with its influence on 
the classical forms of Greece 
and Rome. The eight church 

bells are the oldest complete peal of bells in 
Scotland.

14. Princes Street  
To encourage development 
the city council announced 
that the first person to 
build a house on Princes 
Street would be exempt 
from paying taxes. The first 
house was built by Mr John 
Neale, a local silk dealer. 
Almost immediately, 
Princes Street became 
regarded as the principal 
street of the New Town 
due to its proximity to the 
bridge and the Old Town.

1. North Bridge
One unforseen 
problem with 
the new site 
was that unlike 
the old city it 
was completely 
exposed to 
the winds. This 

could make crossing North Bridge 
an uncomfortable experience. While 
crossing the bridge, the English visitor 
Edward Topham “...had the pleasure of 
adjusting a lady’s petticoats which had 
blown entirely over her head”.

3. Thistle Court   
Thistle Court was the first building to 
be completed in the New Town, but it 
ignored a key intention of the plan. 

The developer  John Young received 
£20 from the council as an incentive for 
buying the first plot of land in the New 
Town.  But instead of building a terrace of 

houses facing the street, he created two houses facing each other 
across a courtyard.

The use of space and the style of the building is more like the Old 
Town than the New, and perhaps offers more privacy.

8. The Tron Kirk 
Construction 
began on the 
Kirk in 1633 
and was 
completed 14 
years later. 
The Kirk is 

named after the Salt Tron (the public 
beam for weighing goods) which was 
located nearby, at the centre of the 
High Street. The Tron Kirk bell was 
a feature of city life, marking the 
important moments in the city day. 
Robert Fergusson though was not a 
fan, describing it as:
 “Wanwordy, crazy, dinsome thing
As e’er was framed to jow and ring!”

7. Bakehouse Close  

Today Bakehouse 
Close is one of the best 
preserved closes. A 
visit here will give a real 
flavour of what living in 
the old city was like. A 
legal document from 
1762 shows the total 
mixture of people who 
lived here, including Lord 
Adam Gordon, David 
Doig, merchant; William 
Dunbar, weaver; and 
Ewen, a letter carrier.

Robert Fergusson
Robert Fergusson was born in Cap and Feather Close in 
September 1750. He was educated at the city’s Royal 
High School, before going to St. Andrew’s University 
in 1765. He returned to Edinburgh in 1768 following 
the death of his father, and took a job copying legal 
documents so as to support his mother.

Back in the city he mixed with artists, musicians, 
publishers and actors, and in 1771 started writing poetry 
in Scots and English for the Weekly Review. His popularity 
grew, and in 1773 a first edition of his poems was 
published. 

However in 1774, following a head injury, he was  
admitted to the Darien Hospital. Within weeks he died, aged only 24. He was 
buried in the Canongate Kirkyard, and today just outside there is a statue to 
commemorate him. 
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