Edinburgh World Heritage
Heritage Trails
Edinburgh in the time of Mary, Queen of Scots:
A Mile of Murder, Mobs, Toilets and Torture.

The Royal Mile is rich with evidence of how ‘Old Edinburgh’ might have looked during the time of Mary,
Queen of Scots.
Even in Scotland’s long and often turbulent history, the 16th century marked a significant period of turmoil
and change for the country. It was a time of struggles, warfare and violence, but at the end of it a very
different country began to emerge. Edinburgh lay at the very heart of many of these events. This trail will
lead you down the streets and past the buildings where many of these events played themselves out.
The following is a suggested trail route that you could take from the Castle to the Palace. Do bear in
mind that the Mile is frequently very busy and this trail will try to avoid areas that are already congested.
However, at certain times of the year it may be impractical to take a large group to some areas especially at the Castle and near the top of the Mile.

Please note
•

These notes are intended as guidelines for teachers, and not as a formal ‘script’ to be followed
to the letter.

•

It is also not necessary to do every stop on the route. Obviously, it would be advisable for
teachers to pick and choose locations beforehand, depending on content and time that you
might have.

•

Pupils should be encouraged to engage with each location and
discuss their own observations and feelings at each site. Some
possible activity ideas are listed alongside the locations to help
facilitate this.

See the route
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LOCATION 1 – Edinburgh Castle Esplanade
Try to find a quiet spot near the entrance to the Castle on the right hand side.
Things to look out for and discuss:
Why were castles built?
Discuss with a partner and make a list of all the defences you can see that would have protected the
castle.

Key points:
•

The Castle would have looked quite different
during Mary’s reign, most of it has been added to
in the years since.

•

The Castle was designed as a place for
protection, but also as a home for royalty.

•

Although later additions, the pupils can see the
deep ditch in front of the entrance, which would
have been spanned by a drawbridge. They can
also see crenellations for castle guards, arrow
loops and gun loops with cannons looking out
over the city.

•

Royalty would have lived in the buildings at the top of the Castle, high up on the left hand side, where
you see the gold lettering – where they were safest. In a small room in these royal apartments Mary
gave birth to her son, James, who would later become King.

•

After Mary was forced to give up her crown, a civil war began in Scotland, during which time the keeper
of the Castle, Sir William Kirkcaldy, sided with Mary’s supporters. He refused to give up the Castle
to Mary’s enemies. This led to the Castle being under attack for two years. Sir William Kirkcaldy was
eventually defeated, hanged at the Mercat Cross and his head displayed on a spike at the Castle. Much
of the Castle was now in ruins, and a lot of what you see now was rebuilt after the ‘Lang Siege’, as it
became known.

•

Look to the north (towards Princes Street). This view would have been very different 450 years ago.
There was no city there, it would have been fields and farmland. It is the view that Mary’s mother, Marie
de Guise, would have had from her own palace nearby at the top of the Mile. Princes Street Gardens
and Waverley Train Station would have been a body of water called the Nor’ Loch. This formed part of
the defences of the Old Town as well.
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LOCATION 2 – Witches Well (Castle Esplanade)
The well is actually a small drinking fountain built into the wall of the Tartan Weaving Mill building at the
bottom of the esplanade on the left hand side as you walk down the esplanade.

Things to look out for and discuss:
Take a few moments to look carefully at the fountain and the designs on it.
•

What designs can you see on the fountain?

•

What do you think they might have meant?

•

Why do you think people believed in witches?

•

How would this site make you feel if you lived at the time?

Key points:
•

The small drinking fountain marks the area where many women were executed for witchcraft.

•

More women were executed for ‘witchcraft’ in the 1500s than in any other period.

•

Women (and some men) might be accused of witchcraft for a variety of reasons. It was often used as
a way to explain things that people didn’t understand properly. It was also used as a way to control
women and to keep them in their ‘place’.

•

Witchcraft trials often involved tortures to get confessions .This included:
•

‘pricking’ the skin where there might be a ‘devil’s mark’,

•

‘douking’ people in the Nor’ Loch

•

sleep deprivation

•

crushing a victim’s feet and shins with a device called ‘the boot’.

•

Those found guilty of witchcraft in Edinburgh were often taken here to the Castle esplanade, where they
would be strangled and then burned at the stake.

•

The design on the fountain depicts two women’s heads – one wicked, one kind. They are entwined by a
serpent – a symbol of wisdom and health but also evil. The plant is a foxglove – which is poisonous but
can also be used as a medicine.
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LOCATION 3 – Gladstone’s Land
Continue down the Mile on the left hand side until you come to Gladstone’s Land. It may well be too busy
to look at this building properly when standing on the Mile itself. If so, it would be worth going into James
Court, where you can see the building from the other side.

Things to look out for and discuss:
The streets of the Royal Mile used to be full of buildings a bit like this one.
•

Can you imagine what it might have been like to live here?

•

What would your life have been like?

Key points:
•

This is one of the oldest buildings on the Mile and gives a good idea of what buildings looked like in the
time of Mary, Queen of Scots.

•

Edinburgh was hemmed in by the city walls for defence. As a result the town could not expand out the
way, so the buildings were built higher to accommodate more people.

•

This also meant that the rich and poor would often live in the same buildings and share a common
stairway. That would have been the case with Gladstone’s Land.

•

The house is six storeys high and would have been home to a wealthy businessman. However, he
would only have lived in one floor of the building.

•

The ground floor was a shop – it was once a grocer’s. Wealthier residents might have lived in the middle
floors, while the poorest would live right at the top.
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LOCATION 4 – Riddles Court
Directly across the road from Gladstone’s Land is the entrance to Riddle’s Court. Obviously, care should
be taken crossing the Lawnmarket then walk into the courtyard area, where there is plenty of space for
the group.

Things to look out for and discuss:
This was an area where richer people lived in Edinburgh.
•

Does it feel different from a house like Gladstone’s Land across the street? In what ways?

Key points:
•

This is an example of sort of area where wealthier people might have lived during Mary’s time.

•

Although Edinburgh was already quite overcrowded and busy, the wealthy might create houses in

•

This one was built by Baillie John McMorran in the late 1500s. A ‘Bailie’ was a local politician. Bailie
McMorran was also a wealthy merchant.

•

Mary’s son, James VI, spent time here with his new wife, Anne. They hosted a royal banquet here for
Anne’s brother in 1598.

•

Baillie McMorran himself was actually killed by pupils from Edinburgh High School who were protesting
about school holidays! He was shot in the head by a 13 year old while trying to stop the riots in his role
as a local official.

courtyards like this to escape from the noise and smells of the streets outside.
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LOCATION 5 – Heart of Midlothian
Cross George IV Bridge and walk towards St Giles’ Cathedral. You will see brass setts (cobbles) in the
roadway and a distinctive heart shape on the pavement.

Things to look out for and discuss:
Discuss the design that you see in the cobbles.
•

Is it like anything you have seen before?

•

What could it possibly signify?

Can you find the brass setts (cobbles) in the roadway? What might they be there for?

Key points:
•

The brass setts that you see in the roadway mark
the outline of the Old Tolbooth in Edinburgh.

•

The tolbooth had a number of uses. It was an
administrative centre where, for example, tax was
collected. Most famously, though, it was a prison
where some famous prisoners were held before
being taken out and executed nearby.

•

One of the most famous prisoners was James
Douglas, who was one of the leading Scottish
lords during Mary’s reign. He actually governed
Scotland while Mary’s son, James VI, was very
young. However, it was King James himself who
had Douglas executed in 1581. He was imprisoned
here before being taken out and beheaded with the
‘Maiden’.

•

The Maiden was a machine specially designed for beheading people – like a Scottish guillotine. It would
have been erected very close to this spot and it can still be seen in the Museum of Scotland nearby.

•

The heart shaped mosaic in the road actually marks the original doorway to the Tolbooth building.
People still spit on the Heart of Midlothian, which is an old tradition. Legend says that prisoners used to
spit on the doorway as a sign of contempt for the way they were treated. Nowadays it is supposed to be
for good luck (or if you are perhaps a Hibs supporter!)
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LOCATION 6 – Luckenbooths
If you look out onto the Royal Mile from here you will see more brass setts in the ground leading down to
the right. These mark the outline of another prominent set of buildings that stood here in the 1500s called
the ‘Luckenbooths’.

credit: National Library of Scotland

Key points:
•

The Luckenbooths were a row of tenement buildings that ran down the centre of where the street is
now.

•

‘Luckenbooth’ means ‘Locked shops’. The ground floor of this row of houses were all shopfronts. In the
1500s there were also stalls running along the wall of the church called the ‘Krames’. It was perhaps the
equivalent of a modern day shopping centre!
credit: National Library of Scotland
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LOCATION 7 – St Giles’ Cathedral
Next to the Heart of Midlothian is St Giles’ Cathedral (or the High Kirk as it would properly have been
known during Mary’s reign). The church is free to enter if you want to spend time inside, though a
donation is expected at the entrance.

Things to look out for and discuss:
Look carefully at the building in front of you. It was here during the time of Mary, Queen of Scots.
•

How might you describe it to someone?

•

How does it make you feel?

Key points:
•

This would have been a prominent feature of Mary’s Royal Mile. It was at the centre of religious life –
and reform - in Edinburgh at this time.

•

Religion played a huge part in Scottish life – it affected everything. Everyone in Edinburgh would have
worshipped here at this time.

•

In 1560 Scotland had changed from being a Catholic to a Protestant country. One of the main leaders of
this change (the Reformation) was John Knox, who preached from the church. You can see a formidable
statue of him inside.

•

When Mary returned to Scotland in 1561 she was still a Catholic and would remain so throughout her
reign. This would bring her into conflict with many of the leading nobles of the time.

•

She was especially unpopular with John Knox, who spoke out very openly against her from the pulpit
at St Giles. He didn’t believe the country should be ruled by a woman – and especially not a Catholic
woman.

•

His views were very influential in Edinburgh at the time and probably helped to turn people against
Mary.
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LOCATION 8 – John Knox ‘grave’ and Parliament Square
From the entrance, facing St Giles’, turn right and walk around the church to the other side. This will take
you into a car park which is now part of the law courts.

Things to look out for and discuss:
You are standing in a car park – is that normal for being next to a church? What might you usually expect
to find next to a church instead?

Key points:
•

This is now the site of a car park and the law courts. It is called Parliament Square because this was
once the home of Scotland’s Parliament building, which is on the right hand side as you enter the
square. It is now part of the law courts.

•

However, during the 1500s it was actually the graveyard of the High Kirk. If you can find car park

number 23 you will see a yellow marker. This is supposed to mark the very spot where John Knox was
buried in 1572.
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LOCATION 9 – Mercat Cross
Continue around St Giles Cathedral and back out to the Royal Mile. You will come to the Mercat Cross
(the monument with the unicorn on the top).

Things to look out for and discuss:
You will see designs all around the Mercat Cross. They each represent something to do with Edinburgh.
•

Do you recognise any of them?

•

What do you think some of them mean?

Key points:
•

This is not actually the original site of the Mercat Cross, but it stands very near to it and was a
prominent monument during the 1500s. The Mercat Cross would have been at the centre of town life at
this time.

•

It was a place where trading would take place (the ‘market’ cross).

•

It was also where people would gather to gossip and catch up with the local news. Strangers to the town
might come here to get directions or find a guide who would help them get around the town.

•

Public proclamations were made from the balcony above, and this is still done for important events
today.

•

It was also a place of public punishments and executions. Smaller crimes might see you locked in the
pillory or stocks all day to be humiliated and shamed. More serious crimes could result in hangings,
beheadings and even burnings at this very spot.
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LOCATION 10 – Old Town Closes
Cross the Royal Mile here and continue down the left hand side towards the crossing at the North Bridge.
As you walk down look out for the names of the streets on both sides.

Things to look out for and discuss:
Look out for the names of the streets as you walk down the Mile.
•

Can you work out how each of them got their names?

•

How do you think it might have felt to live in one of these streets 550 years ago?

Key points:
•

The name ‘close’ generally referred to a private
street that could be gated, or closed, at either end.
Alternatively you might see the word ‘wynd’ (eg. Bell’s
Wynd) which generally referred to a street with more
public access.

•

Generally the streets were named after a business
or trade that took pace there (e.g. Fishmarket Close)
or named after a particularly notable resident (e.g.
Borthwicks Close).

•

Just looking down one of these closes will give pupils
some idea of what an Old Edinburgh street would have
been like – narrow, steep, dark and smelly.
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LOCATION 11 – John Knox House
Cross the North Bridge at the pedestrian crossing and continue down the left hand side of the Royal Mile
until you come to John Knox House

Things to look out for and discuss:
Take a few moments to look carefully at the building in front of you and compare it to other buildings
nearby.
•

Does this building look or feel different from other buildings that you see around here?

•

What makes it different?

Key points:
•

Although it is called John Knox House, nobody knows for certain that he lived here. However, the
building definitely was here in the 1500s and is one of the oldest houses on the Royal Mile, along with
Mowbray House alongside it on the left.

•

In fact, during Mary’s reign, it was owned by James Mossman – the queen’s jeweller and goldsmith.

•

James Mossman was a wealthy and important Catholic and supporter of Mary, Queen of Scots. You
can see his initials on the outside of the house along with those of his wife, Mariotta Ares (the capital ‘I’
reads as a ‘J’). You can also see his family coat of arms.

•

After Mary was forced to abdicate, James Mossman was sacked from his job, lost all of his possessions
and was tried for treason. He was dragged up the Royal Mile on the back of a cart and hanged at the
Mercat Cross.

•

John Knox House would have been very typical of houses you would have seen on the Mile. It was
much narrower at the time, which is why John Knox House sticks out from all the rest.
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LOCATION 12 – City Chambers
Walk a little bit further down to near the corner of the street at the crossing. If there is enough space to
stop, you could point out the following.

Things to look out for and discuss:
Look out for brass markers in the road here.
•

Do you have any thoughts about what these might represent?

Key points:
•

Across the street you will see ‘World’s End
Close’ and the World’s End pub. To all intents
and purposes, this was ‘the end of the world’ for
Edinburgh citizens. The old city walls used to run
down St Mary’s Street. If you went beyond the
World’s End, you be outwith the safety of the city
walls.

•

The brass setts in the road at the traffic lights mark
the site of the old Netherbow Port. ‘Netherbow’
literally means ‘back gate’ and during the 1500s
would have been one of the main entrance points
to the city.

•

If you can stop briefly at the lights and look to the
right, down to the bottom of St Mary’s Street, you
will see a grass banking with a high wall. This is
part of the remains of the ‘Flodden Wall’ that ran
around the whole of the old city in the 1500s. It was
built after a terrible defeat to the English army in
1513.
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LOCATION 13 – Canongate – Tolbooth and Huntly House
Continue a good distance down the left hand side of the Royal Mile until you come to the People’s Story
Museum, which is inside the old Tolbooth building (the one with the distinctive clock). You should be able
to find a suitable space here outside the entrance to the churchyard.

Things to look out for and discuss:
Look carefully at the buildings here
•

Are there any features that you are curious about that make these buildings different from
others nearby?

Key points:
•

The Canongate makes up the bottom part of the Royal Mile and was not part of Edinburgh in the 1500s.
It is where a lot of wealthier families would have lived.

•

Just like the centre of Edinburgh it had its own Tolbooth, which is still standing here, and its own Mercat
Cross, which you can see nearby in the graveyard.

•

If you look across the road, you will see The Museum of Edinburgh, which is situated in Huntly House.
Huntly House was a typical Canongate house that stood here in the 1500s.

•

It was owned by a wealthy family during Mary’s reign and is sometimes called the ‘Speaking House’
because of the quotes that you see inscribed on the walls.

•

The Museum of Edinburgh is the museum that tells the whole story of Edinburgh’s history. The People’s
Story museum tells the story of the people of Edinburgh over the centuries. Both are free to visit.
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LOCATION 14 – Canongate Kirkyard – David Riccio’s Grave
Enter the graveyard and walk a short distance round the church to the right hand wall of the building,
where you will see a grave against the wall of the church.

Things to look out for and discuss:
What is different about this grave, compared to others in this graveyard?
Do you have any thoughts about why it might be different?

Key points:
•

Quite a few famous people are buried in this graveyard, but there is one in particular that is significant in
the story of Mary, Queen of Scots.

•

Legend has it that this is the last resting place of David Riccio. David Riccio was the Italian private
secretary to Mary, Queen of Scots.

•

He had originally been buried in the Abbey at Holyrood, but was later moved here.

•

He was a Catholic and was very close to Mary. Many of the nobles thought he had too much influence
on her.

•

Along with Mary’s husband, Lord Darnley, they came up with a plan to murder Riccio while he was with
the Queen at the Palace of Holyroodhouse.

•

Riccio was dragged from the pregnant Queen’s chambers. Mary herself was threatened at gunpoint and
Riccio was stabbed 56 times.

•

His murder was to lead to a chain of events that were to bring about the end of Mary’s reign a year later,
in 1567.
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LOCATION 15 – White Horse Close
Walk a little further down the Mile until you come to White Horse Close. You can enter the courtyard here
with the group.

Things to look out for and discuss:
What do you think of this close compared to others you have seen further up the Royal Mile?
How is it different? Why might it be different?
Key points:
•

Although it has been much restored and rebuilt over the years, the close gives a feel of what houses in
the Canongate might have been like.

•

Nobody is really sure how it got its name, but one popular story is that it used to be stables where Mary,
Queen of Scots kept her favourite white horse.

•

It was also the site of a famous coaching inn, called the White Horse Inn, where people would rest
before or after long journeys on the Great North Road to London.
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LOCATION 16 – Palace of Holyroodhouse
Continue walking down the Mile into the Abbey Strand, where you come to the gates of the Palace of
Holyroodhouse.

Things to look out for and discuss:
Look out for designs on the walls and the gates here.
•

What might these symbols represent?

How would you compare this building with the Castle? Do you see any similarities? Any differences?

Key points:
•

Look for the ‘S’ symbol in the setts as you enter this last part of the Royal Mile. This marked the
beginning of the Abbey Strand - a unique part of Edinburgh at this time.

•

If you were a debtor, you could not be arrested while you were in the boundaries of the Strand (which
actually had a five mile radius east from here).

•

The Palace was Mary’s home in Edinburgh and is still the main home of Scotland’s kings and queens
when they are in the country.

•

Much of the Palace that you see today was built by Mary’s father and grandfather (James V and James
IV). Mary’s apartments would have been in the tower that you see on the left hand side.

•

Many of the most important events before, during and after Mary’s reign took place here.

•

It was where she would hold important meetings with people like John Knox. It was where she married
her second and third husbands and it was where David Riccio was murdered.

•

She would worship in the Abbey next door, which is now a ruin, and she would go hunting in the
parklands around Arthur’s Seat.
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