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Poets, pubs and plaques: a walk in the footsteps of Burke and Hare
On this walking tour through Edinburgh you will learn about Elizabeth’s time and some of the capital’s

darker stories. As you follow the instructions you will occasionally see a number like this: [8]. Check the notes

at the end each time to assemble line 3 ofElizabeth’s poem. And watch your back!

When Elizabeth Galbraith was a young girl, Edinburgh was undergoing major changes. It was

also suffering some turbulent times; and the medical and legal professions were at the centre of it

all. The Edinburgh Enlightenment, the high tide of late eighteenth century intellectual thought,

was beginning to subside as Elizabeth, our poet, reached womanhood. And just at that point, the

West Port murders threatened to tear the whole fabric of the city apart.

We start our walk at the West Port, the area where historically the western gate of the city had

been. At the top of the hill lies the pub that commemorates the West Port murderers, the Burke

and Hare. No plaques here: perhaps it’s right that the murderers aren’t remembered in brass. [1]

The area wasn’t terribly pretty when Burke and Hare lived here, and it’s not exactly savoury now:

for non-Edinburgh residents, it goes these days by the nickname of ‘the Pubic Triangle.’

Cross the road and head downhill, down towards the Grassmarket. As you go, picture yourself

carrying one end of a sack, a sack which has the full weight of a dead body in it. Imagine, in other

words, that you’re Burke and Hare, in late November 1827. Their first victim was an old

pensioner called Donald who died of natural causes. He had the bad luck to do so in Hare’s

lodging house, owing him rent. This gave Hare the idea of trading with the doctors, who were so

desperate for cadavers they were prepared to buy them from random callers, no questions asked.

Hare asked Burke for a hand, and the partnership was born.

At the bottom of the hill, you come to the Grassmarket. In Burke and Hare’s day, this was, to say

the least, a lively place: just as now, there were plenty of pubs. But unlike today’s scruffy boho

chic of art galleries, books and vintage clothes, the place was then a seething mass ofunemployed

and semi-employed like Burke, sleeping in lodging houses like the one owned by Hare and his

wife. Money was short, and fighting between rival groups ofHighland and Irish immigrants was

common. There’s even a contemporary account in 1828 of a man trying to sell his wife by auction

here, because she was drunk all the time. Nice.

While we’re imagining ourselves as Burke and Hare, carrying poor old Donald, we might as well

rub shoulders with them briefly. At the bottom of the hill, turn left, then right and walk a little
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further along until you get to the Beehive Inn [2] which boasts that it has the door of the

condemned cell in Calton jail — a door Burke was to come to know well. Then walk further

along the row to the White Hart Inn, which lays claim to being one of the murderers’ locals. [3] If

you’re thirsty, have a drink by all means, but don’t tarry too long: there’s a way to go yet. Besides,

even here someone might ask questions about that sack.

A little further along still, The Last Drop has a sign telling you about the history of executions [4]

and, here, there is another connection with medicine. For centuries, the gallows were the only

source — legal source, that is — of cadavers for dissection. In those days, it was essential that

people training to be doctors saw the insides ofdead people to study them, because the only other

option was looking at the insides of live people, and before the days of anaesthetic they tended to

wriggle about — very messy.

But the annual allowance of ‘ane condamnit man’ was hardly enough to send the young doctors

out into medical practice with a sound grasp of where all the bits were under the skin. So, long

before the 1820s, surgeons were employing people to supply them with corpses by fair means or

foul. And long before Burke and Hare arrived, the people who carried out such grave robbing

antics were drawn from places like the Grassmarket, and the sprawl of low-standard housing that

led up the hill towards the West Port.

Now cross the Grassmarket, at the pedestrian lights just beyond the Martyrs’ Monument, pausing

to look at the plaque there [5]. The Monument dates from an earlier time than the

Enlightenment, of course, and relates to the religious troubles in Scotland and England in the

seventeenth century. Many victims of religious persecution died there. Across the road, however,

at Hunter’s Close, on 7th September 1736, a very different type of execution took place — mob

justice. The victim, John (or Jock) Porteous, was a much hated captain of the City Guard, who had

been involved in firing on the crowd at an official execution. This was ofAndrew Wilson, a thief

who had endeared himself to the populace by helping his friend and fellow prisoner to escape.

(No relation of the modern Edinburgh writer and editor AndrewWilson, so far as we know).

It looked as if Porteous might be pardoned for his involvement in the shooting. Outraged, the

mob took the law into their own hands, dragged Porteous from his prison, and hanged him on a

dyer’s pole in the Grassmarket. A plaque marks the spot. [6]

The story forms the opening scene of Sir Walter Scott’s novel, Heart ofMidlothian. Scott, lawyer,

novelist and poet, had his own involvement in the West Port affair, as we will see. But why are we

looking at a plaque about something that happened in 1736? Well, apart from the Scott con-nection,

the Porteous riot and the years that followed marked a turning point in Edinburgh’s fortunes.

Following the Union of Parliaments in 1707, Edinburgh had been left without a Parliament, and

without much of a role. The mob’s unofficial execution of Porteous nearly led to the UK

Government taking away Edinburgh’s status as a city. Just ten years later, the Jacobite Rebellion was

brutally suppressed further north. But with the pacification of Northern Britain, as it became

known, conditions began to improve for the city, and the Enlightenment was able to happen.

Edinburgh wasn’t the only place where new ideas flourished in the second half of the eighteenth

century, of course. London, Paris, and other European university towns such as Leyden all played
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their part. But there was something about Edinburgh. Philosophers, poets, and people on the

make flocked there to take part in the feisty life amongst the closes and vennels of the Old Town.

It was said that you could stand at the Market Cross and, in a morning, shake twenty men of

genius by the hand.

But there was a dark side to the Enlightenment, and the shadows grew from places like the

Grassmarket.

Now head away from the close, along the southern side of the Grassmarket to Cowgatehead, and

then up Candlemaker Row. As you walk along and then up, feel the weight of that sack between

you. Makes Candlemaker Row seem steep, doesn’t it?

At the top of Candlemaker Row, you’re at the confluence of three other streets, marked by the

well known statue ofGreyfriars Bobby. Behind you, Greyfriars Bobby’s Bar. To your right, Forrest

Road; to your left, George IV Bridge; and across these, Chambers Street stretches away from you,

with the Museum in the foreground. We’re crossing to Chambers Street in a moment, but first,

take a look at Greyfriars Churchyard, just to your right [7]. This was an early target of the

bodysnatchers, but being so close to the centre of town, it was relatively easy to police. Soon

bodysnatchers were looking for far more deserted country churchyards for their corpses.

Before you cross — taking care, as it’s a busy junction — collect a letter from the plaque under

Bobby [8].

When Burke and Hare were bringing their first victim up to sell to the doctors, in late 1827, the

scene in front of them was very different. No cutesy Victorian doggy statue, for a start. George IV

Bridge was several years away from being constructed. Instead, old tenement buildings swarmed

up from narrow streets like Old Bank Close and Liberton’s Wynd — both demolished in the

making ofGeorge IV Bridge. Ahead ofyou, as the ground began to level out from the steep valley

of the Cowgate, the citizens had built three squares in the eighteenth century: Adam, Argyle and

Brown Square. This more recent set of developments had held the middle classes before they

escaped further north to the New Town, and south to the villa quarters beyond the Meadows. By

Burke and Hare’s day, they were a little more scruffy.

Dodging your way around them with your sack (or, in modern times, walking along Chambers

Street) you would come to the University building now known as Old College. This was then the

main university building, begun in 1789 but only, at the time ofBurke and Hare’s first sale, being

completed by the architect Playfair. The entrance now on Chambers Street is said to be where the

official University anatomy lecturers received their cadavers. However, when Burke and Hare

had gone up to the university precincts, earlier in the day, they had met one of Robert Knox’s

students there. Guessing why these two dodgy characters were lurking about the quadrangle, he

directed them to Knox’s dissecting rooms, across the road and up the hill a little from the

University.

Burke and Hare seem to have had little clue about the business of selling a dead body at that

point. Their first thought had been to sell Old Donald to Professor Monro, the ‘official’ University

lecturer. But although Monro was undoubtedly looking to buy cadavers, the best prices were to
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be had from so-called ‘extramural’ lecturers like Knox. Incidentally, the best lectures, if you were

a student, were also to be had from him.

We’ll get to Knox’s premises in a minute, but first cross the road and go down Infirmary Street. A

little along the south side, a plaque [9] tells you about the Infirmary that used to be there, before it

moved to Lauriston Place in 1879. It was handily placed for the medical students who needed to

see real live patients; it was also handy as a potential supply of dead ones: both for the University

lecturers, and, in the time ofBurke and Hare, the private lecturers like Knox. They tended to rent

lecture rooms at the Royal College ofSurgeons.

To get there, head uphill, on the same side of South Bridge and away from the University

building.

Before you cross the next side street, Drummond Street, you’ll see two plaques on its north side,

both commemorating poets, and the bar that they used to drink in. The first one to look at marks

the meeting ofSorley MacLean and Hugh MacDiarmid, respectively the leading Gaelic and Scots

poets of their generation. [10] But long before them, Rutherford’s had been the happy hunting

ground of Robert Louis Stevenson as a young man, who said of his drinking buddies: "I was the

companion of seamen, chimney-sweeps and thieves; my circle was being changed continually by

the action of the police magistrate".

Much later in life, writing from the South Seas, he expressed a wish to be remembered in a plaque

here [11]. We’ll come back to RLS shortly, because he has some connections to this story, but in

the meantime, cross Drummond Street and go a little further in from South Bridge to note the

Drummond Street entrance to the Royal College of Surgeons [12]. We won’t get in that way

today, but so many dead bodies were disappearing over the wall of the Infirmary and into

dissecting rooms by that route at one point, that the Infirmary doctors took drastic action. They

actually mangled the bodies of their patients (after death) to stop them of being of any use to the

anatomists like Knox.

Now, let’s carry our sack uphill again (feel that weight?) to the Royal College ofSurgeons.

Again, the current buildings are not what Burke and Hare encountered in 1827. There was a

collection of dissecting rooms and lecture theatres, torn down just a few years later to make way

for the grand Playfair-designed edifice you see today. In Knox’s dissecting rooms William Hare’s

former lodger Donald was inspected, and the two Irishmen paid for their merchandise. At some

point in the proceedings Knox came in and was said to have approved of the freshness of the

cadaver, telling Burke and Hare that if they came by any more to be sure to swing by.

The rest, as they say, is history. Burke and Hare went from selling the already dead, to helping

sick lodgers on their way with whisky and a pillow over their face, to, eventually, luring waifs and

strays off the street and murdering them. Arrested on 1 November 1828, Burke and his girlfriend

Helen McDougal were prosecuted, while William and Mag Hare turned King’s Evidence and

helped to convict Burke. The charges against McDougal were found to be not proven, a peculiar

Scottish verdict which means you’re not not guilty, but they’ve not got enough on you to prove

you’re guilty either.
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You can go into the museum at the RCS and visit some interesting exhibits there, including the

skeleton ofWilliam Burke. However, all you need to do is have a look at the modern sculpture of

hands in front of the entrance, and read the plaque [13]. Then head back down South Bridge, to

its junction with the High Street.

In Burke and Hare’s day, South Bridge was, at street level, a respectable shopping street. In fact,

the shops were an integral part of the design of the bridge — a means of recouping the

investment the magistrates had made in this massive new piece of infrastructure.

Below street level, on the other hand, was another story. There were vaults, originally designed by

the architect Robert Adam as storage for the shops above. Instead, within twenty years or so of

the Bridge’s completion these had become infested with the same criminal underclass that Burke

and Hare belonged to. Indeed, there is a story (though no proof) that they were to use these vaults

to get and store bodies later on in their murdering spree. Yet another example of Edinburgh’s

dark side being cheek by jowl with its respectable face.

Now turn left and head up the High Street, noticing on the right the entrance to Cockburn

Street. We’re not going that way, but the street — another later Victorian straightening out of the

mediaeval closes, providing a shallower climb for the horses and carts from Waverley Bridge — is

named after Henry, Lord Cockburn, author ofMemorials of his Time and Circuit Journeys. He was

the advocate who got Helen McDougal off with a not proven verdict in 1828. The Cockburn

Association, zealous protector ofEdinburgh’s architecture, is also named in his honour.

Walk up past St Giles’s cathedral, spitting on the Heart ofMidlothian if you’re superstitious that

way. As you’ll probably know, the setts mark the entrance of the hated Tolbooth jail, which was

demolished in 1817. (For a rather nicer — and more recent — superstition, you could cross the

road and rub the big toe ofEnlightenment giant David Hume’s statue, which is supposed to bring

you wisdom. Or something.)

Just past the Heart are two plaques. The first describes amongst other things how the lawyers who

worked in the Courts in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries had a causeway built to save

their fine shoes and stockings from the filth of the street [14]. The second marks the place of the

last Edinburgh execution, and can be seen on the side of the building at the corner of the High

Street and George IV Bridge [15]. It also marks the most likely site of William Burke’s last

moments on Earth, as he too was executed here rather than down in the Grassmarket. Executions

had been moved up here towards the end of the eighteenth century. Perhaps the authorities

thought the crowd control was easier up here, closer to the Castle garrison.

Burke’s death wasn’t the end of the story, of course. Follow the line of the lawyers’ causeway into

the square behind St Giles. This is the home of the Supreme Courts of Scotland, where the

Senators of the College of Justice, no less, still dispense judgements on the most high-profile civil

and criminal cases of the day. Burke and McDougal were tried in there on Christmas Eve 1828, in

a trial that lasted all night and into the morning.

If you’re feeling brave, you can ask the guys on the desk if you can come in and have a look at the

main hall, a massive checkerboard with advocates and their clients moving up and down, back
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and across, like some huge and tortuous chess game. The reason they keep moving as they talk, by

the way, is so that their conversations can’t be overheard. This hall is where nineteenth century

cases were tried, including that ofBurke and McDougal.

By the time of Burke’s execution, Sir Walter Scott was a revered figure, in the final phase of his

life (he was to die in 1832). But despite his literary success, he was still working as a lawyer here,

as a clerk in the Court of Session. As such a well-connected character, it’s no surprise that he

seems to have early access to Burke’s confessions, made from the condemned cell at Calton Jail,

behind that door that’s now in the Beehive Inn.

Nor is it surprising that, as a pillar of the Establishment, Scott refused to take part in a committee

of inquiry that Robert Knox’s friends tried to set up. The idea of the committee was to investigate

whether Knox’s dissecting room practices were any different from, say, those of James Syme. He

was at that time a young surgeon who was awaiting a cadaver on the very same night that Burke

and Hare’s last victim was being delivered. In fact, correspondence in the newspapers after

Burke’s trial revealed that David Paterson, Knox’s janitor, had been asked by Syme to put cadavers

his way instead of to Knox.

Who knows whether Knox was Burke and Hare’s only client? But after the West Port Murders,

the Edinburgh medical and legal establishment closed ranks on Knox. The university made their

own anatomy classes compulsory, cutting off the supply of students to the private lecturers like

Knox. When he tried to get an official post, Syme and others managed to convince the authorities

that the post wasn’t necessary. They even engineered his resignation from the Surgeons’

Museum, something he had built up from virtually nothing, often with his own money.

Leave the Court precincts and retrace your steps along the lawyers’ causeway. Long after the main

participants in the West Port controversy were dead, in 1884, Robert Louis Stevenson — who

himself had spent a brief and unhappy time as an advocate at the Court of Session to please his

father — wrote The Bodysnatcher, which was published in the Pall Mall Gazette ofChristmas 1884.

But not everyone had forgotten: a friend of Knox wrote to complain about the story, which, he

claimed, defamed the now-dead anatomist.

Head past the two plaques at the corner of the High Street, and turn left down George IV Bridge.

As mentioned earlier, this was completed in 1832, at the same time as the Anatomy Act was

passed that did away with the anatomists’ need for illegally procured bodies. There’s something

symbolic about the way that, just as the medics covered up their dubious practices — and in

fairness, Knox had tried harder than most trying to get the whole situation legalised — the city

was covering over its old streets with new ones.

At the doggy statue, take the right fork up Forrest Road, and cross at the lights to the left hand

side, passing the Bedlam theatre. A generation before the West Port affair, another poet, Robert

Fergusson, had died, clinically depressed, in the Bedlam mental hospital that stood near here.

We finish our tour at the top corner of Forrest Road. The pub now know as The Doctors has

plaques on either side of its main door, commemorating the great and the good of Edinburgh

medicine: James Syme amongst them. Whilst Knox died in London, a poor but respectable doctor
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in Hackney, Syme became one of the most famous surgeons of the nineteenth century.

Notice, too, the name of Andrew Duncan, a less celebrated but just as important doctor. He had

treated Robert Fergusson in his last days at the Bedlam, and the experience had made him

determined to create better conditions to treat the mentally ill. It is largely thanks to his tireless

work that what is now the Royal Edinburgh Hospital was opened in 1813 and quickly became a

model of good practice for treating its patients humanely. By 1826, all of the patients in the

Bedlam had been transferred there. Ironically, the hospital was financed by the city in part from

the sequestered estates of Jacobite landowners.

Well done for completing the walk. If you haven’t done so already (in fact, even if you have)

reward yourself with a drop of something medicinal inside the Doctors. If there are medical

students inside drinking a yard of ale, ignore them. It’s a form of natural selection at work, and

only the strongest will survive to treat you in your old age.

But as you have a drink, do raise a glass to Robert Knox. His first biographer, Lonsdale, was his

former student and partner in the lecturing business. According to him only thirteen of Burke

and Hare’s victims were delivered to Knox. Which, if true, would mean four went to another

lecturer. Perhaps he deserves more sympathy than he got during his lifetime.

And here’s your line:

[1][2][3][4][5] [6][2][4][4] [7][2] [8] [9][8][14] [7][2] [11][12][13][13][10] [13][14] [15][2][4]

[6][14][2][1][16]
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A collection of letters, to carry with you as you go
As you go round the walking tour, refer to the numbers in the text, and the footnotes down below. Each

number will refer to a particular letter on a pub sign, or plaque, that you see. Write down the letter, and keep

a note of the number it refers to.

By the end of the walk you’ll have the line of the poem ... though it might not seem that way! Don’t worry if it

seems to make no sense at first. You need to be a bit more forward thinking to make sense of it .. . the letters

have got a bit ahead of themselves .. . just try, try, and try again.

West Port

[1] No pub sign as such at the Burke and Hare, but as well as lap dancing, the pub sign offers a

more traditional type ofentertainment. Take the fourth letter of the word that describes that.

Grassmarket

[2] The Beehive Inn. The para on the sign that begins ‘The Beehive Inn is situated ... ’ third line,

second word, first letter.

[3] White Hart Inn pub sign, the one detailing how the deadly duo used to drink there. The para

that begins ‘In 1828 ... ’ fourth line, first word, second letter.

[4] The Last Drop. Para on the plaque that begins ‘The Grassmarket ofolder days .. . ’ third line, first

word, fifth letter.

[5] Martyrs’ Monument. A rather boring plaque, this, commemmorating who put it up when: take

the first letter of the first word in the second line.

[6] Porteous plaque. Third line, third word, third letter.

Candlemaker Row

[7] Entrance sign inside the graveyard, This large brown wooden sign gives some interesting

information on who is buried here — including George MacKenzie, lawyer, writer and scourge of

the Covenanters. His restless spirit is supposed to haunt this place. A much maligned and

misunderstood man. Take the third last letter from the name of the famous person named on the

sign who died in 1691.

[8] Greyfriars Bobby plaque. Under the statue, on Candlemaker Row, there’s a little plaque

advertising the graveyard. Second letter of the last word on the plaque.

Infirmary Street

[9] Infirmary plaque. Third line, second word, second letter.
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Drummond Street

[10] Meeting ofMacDiarmid and Sorley MacLean. Third line, first word, third letter.

[11] RLS plaque. From the Stevenson quote: third line, first word, third last letter.

[12] Royal College of Surgeons Drummond Street Entrance Third line of the sign, first word

(there only are two), third last letter.

South Bridge

[13] Sculpture at Royal College of Surgeons main entrance. The Lord Provost’s first name, third

letter.

High Street

[14] Parliament Square West. Line that begins ‘You can see this path running... ’ last word in the

line, second letter.

[15] Site of last public execution. First line of explanatory text, i.e. ‘The site of the gallows... ’

seventh word, fourth letter.

Forrest Road

[16] There are two plaques on either side of the front door of the Doctors. The letter you need is

on the plaque on the left, i.e. the one containing Andrew Duncan’s name. It’s the last letter of the

Christian name of the last doctor on the plaque.

That line again:

[1][2][3][4][5] [6][2][4][4] [7][2] [8] [9][8][14] [7][2] [11][12][13][13][10] [13][14] [15][2][4]

[6][14][2][1][16]




