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Edinburgh Walking Tour: Gardens of Central Edinburgh  

10:30am-12:00pm: 1.5 hours duration (2 miles)  
The tour will start later than advertised to allow time for you to visit a number of gardens 
and green space to the east of Dunbar’s Close. These include:  

1. Holyrood Palace with four hectares of gardens to explore (open from 09:30; charge 
applies)  

2. Scottish Parliament with green roofs and landscaped surroundings (open from 09:00; 
free to visit)  

3. Holyrood Park with Arthur’s Seat and Salisbury Crags (no opening hours; free to visit 
and explore this Site of Special Scientific Interest)  

4. Burns Monument and New Calton Burial Ground, resting place of the Stevenson 
family and the poet William Knox: a walking trail is available at bit.ly/NewCaltonTrail 
(no opening hours; free to visit)  

5. Canongate Kirk, resting place of the economist Adam Smith and botanists Charles 
Alston and John Walker: a walking trail is available at: https://ewh.org.uk/wp- 
content/uploads/2017/11/Canongate-Graveyard-Trail.pdf (no opening hours, free to 
visit) – adjacent to Dunbar’s Close (ringed in blue) 
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Overall tour map: 
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Edinburgh Walking Tour: Hidden Gardens of Central Edinburgh 
10:30am-12:00pm: 1.5 hours duration (2 miles) 
 
Start: Dunbar’s Close Garden, Canongate (EH8 8BW) at 10:30  
Arrive earlier to explore Dunbar’s Close at a leisurely pace. We will meet beneath the 
Liriodendron tree at 10:30 and leave the garden promptly at 10:35. 
Dunbar’s Close on the Royal Mile in Edinburgh’s Old Town is a hidden gem. The garden has 
been laid out in the style and character of a 17th century garden. To enter you travel along a 
narrow, cobbled close. It opens out into a surprisingly tranquil and elegant parterre of clipped 
shrubs under a cosy green canopy of trees. Beyond the entrance are further parterres, each 
with different atmospheres and all are sheltered thanks to high church walls on the west side 
and clipped hedging on the others. Entrance to the garden is free of charge. 
The garden is special, particularly when the trees are in full leaf. It has such an authentic sense 
of place that you feel like you are one of the few to have discovered it. It is hard to believe 
that somewhere so peaceful, so city centre, was a building site until 1976 when The 
Mushroom Trust funded the creation of a new garden by Seamus Filor, landscape architect. 
The Mushroom Trust (a charity which supports the creation and improvement of greenspaces 
across Scotland) handed the garden over to the City of Edinburgh on completion and is still 
involved in its management. The close was probably named after David Dunbar, a writer who 
owned the tenements at the garden’s entrance. 
 
Walk to Greyfriars Kirk via Chessels Court (17 minutes, 0.8 mile): 
 

 
 

Via:Chessels Court (passing Sibbald Walk) 
Yet another concealed square in the heart of the city, the arches of Chessels Court reveal an 
open garden space. Created in the 1700s as a courtyard for flats and praised for its hidden 
herb garden, this space is attended to by community groups and council gardeners. 

 
Arrive: Greyfriars Kirkyard (EH1 2QE), 10.55 
Welcome to a place that inspired some of JK Rowling’s Potter characters (Tom Riddle 
included), the spot where Greyfriars Bobby guarded his owner for 14 years after death, and 
the headstone for Scotland’s infamous ‘worst poet.’  
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The kirkyard was founded on the site of a former Franciscan friary in 1562, following a grant 
of land by Mary, Queen of Scots. The graveyard predates the establishment of the kirk in 
1620. Steeped in history; from the eponymous monks and the signing place of the National 
Covenant to one of the best collections anywhere of monuments going back to the 1600s, it 
is also a peaceful space in the centre of the city.  
Tour: https://ewh.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Greyfriars-Graveyard-Trail.pdf 
 
Leave: 11:10 
 
Walk to: Johnston Terrace Garden via Geddes Garden (10 mins, 0.5 mile) 
 

 
 
Via: Geddes Garden 
Geddes Garden is part of a network of inner city gardens. Sir Patrick Geddes was a Scottish 
biologist, sociologist, geographer, philanthropist and pioneering town planner as well as the 
father of ecology, an advocate of nature conservation and strongly opposed to environmental 
pollution. Located on a steep terraced slope between the West Port and the College of Art, 
the Geddes Garden allowed people especially children to experience the natural world. It 
opened in 1910. GRASS (Grassmarket Residents’ Association) took over the restoration and 
maintenance of the Garden in 2013 in partnership with the City of Edinburgh Council. Since 
then volunteers have planted a mix of flowers, fruit trees, herbs and shrubs. 
 
Arrive: Johnston Terrace Garden (EH1 2JT), 11:20 
The Scottish Wildlife Trust’s smallest reserve is located near to Edinburgh Castle. It 
demonstrates how a small, neglected urban area can be converted into an invaluable wildlife 
refuge, with a wildflower meadow. https://scottishwildlifetrust.org.uk/reserve/johnston-
terrace-garden/. 
We will meet a representative of the Scottish Wildlife Trust for a look at this wildlife garden. 
Leave: 11:35 
 
 
Walk to: Archivist’s Garden vis East Princes Street Gardens (15 mins, 0.5 miles) 
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Via: East Princes Street Gardens,  
While famous for the Edinburgh landmark, the Scott Memorial, this park is also home to the 
Original Elm Tree (Ulmus x hollandica 'Major'). In the 1840s three rows of elm trees, two along 
the top terrace and one at the top of the middle embankment, were planted. This elm is 
thought to be one of only three remaining elm trees from this time. Most of the old elms have 
now been replaced with limes, following losses to Dutch elm disease. The gardens are also 
home to Quercus ilex and Fraxinus excelsior ‘Pendula’ among other specimens. 
 
Arrive: Archivist’s Garden (EH1 3YY), 11:50 
The Archivists' Garden was conceived and coordinated by David R Mitchell, Curator at the 
Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh, who also researched and produced the interpretation.  It 
was designed by Gross Max. The garden occupies the space between General Register House 
and New Register House. Within the two buildings information is filed and indexed in an 
ordered, logical way. The human mind is not like that. Living memories are random and 
incomplete. This fact is mirrored in the garden layout which is planted in flowing patterns - to 
suggest the randomness of memory and to replicate the shapes on the surface of the human 
brain. More information: https://www.nrscotland.gov.uk/research/archivists-garden  
 
End: 12:00 
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Post walk 
 
Grab a sandwich and head up to Calton Hill (see map on previous page) – a steep climb but 
worth it for the glorious views. There is an upmarket restaurant at the top but also a coffee 
kiosk for a hot drink. 
 
You can catch a bus (no. 8 from Leith Street or 23/27 from Hanover Street) or walk the 25 
minutes (1 mile) from the Archivist’s Garden (30 minutes from Calton Hill) to RBG Edinburgh 
(EH3 5NZ). This is not part of the tour but the route does pass through a number of green 
spaces including St Andrew’s Square (with the Melville Monument), Drummond Place and 
King George V Park. 
 

 
 
The conference will start promptly at 13:30 with registration opening at 13:00.: please arrive 
before 13:25 to ensure we keep to time. 
 


