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17 VICTORIA TERRACE, 

EDINBURGH 

At first sight, with its white harled walls and flat felt roof,  

17-18 Victoria Terrace does not look a particularly old or 

interesting building; it looks rather industrial.  Its odd angles 

and unusual floor levels give clues that it has been much 

changed.  Sitting on the castle slope, with a steep fall in the 

ground, it is four stories high with fabulous south-facing views 

over the Grassmarket to the principal elevations of Greyfriars 

Kirk, the old Royal Infirmary, Heriot's School, and across to 

Edinburgh College of Art further west. 

2. Bowfoot courtyard building, East elevation; demolished. 

Lost views, from ’Old Houses in Edinburgh’,  Bruce Home, 1895 

3. Dewar’s Close,  looking South; demolished.  

4. The King’s Wall garden, 1913, with 17 Victoria Terrace (A) and 

the now demolished Institute Annex gable (B) in the distance.  
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5. ‘Towards the Grassmarket’, Katie Horsman, c.1949, looking West. 
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Main entrance to number 17 from Victoria Terrace. 

mailto:caroline@benjamintindallarchitects.co.uk
http://www.benjamintindallarchitects.co.uk


As Stewart Brand's book, ‘How Buildings Learn: What Happens 

After They're Built’, explains, property lines are generally the 

most enduring part of a site, followed by its drains.  The title 

for the land at 17-18 Victoria Terrace comprises about twenty 

parcels of land, some of which go back to the C16th. 
 

 The north wall of the building appears to be part of the 

Murus Castri, first mentioned 1426, built around the 

Castle and the Burgh.  As the Burgh grew, the King's, 

Telfer's and Flodden 

Walls enclosed the 

Grassmarket and land 

to the south. 

 Besides the west wall 

is the drain that 

carries waste from 

most of the 

properties in the area, 

running down what 

was Currie's Close. 

 The building's south wall faces a courtyard that has 

been open for a very long time.  Part of the garden is 

built over a cellar dating from very early times. 

 The east wall faces 

another courtyard which 

was occupied by a 3 

storey building, now 

gone, but its gables still  

visible against the Murus 

Castri to the north and 

also against the 

tenements to the south. 

In 1827 an Act of Parliament was passed to allow  

Thomas Hamilton's bold plans for a new access to the Royal 

Mile to be built, dramatically cutting through the ancient closes 

and dividing West Bow in two.  George IV Bridge, Victoria 

Street & Terrace and Johnston Terrace are the result.   

7. Currie’s Close, West Elevation  
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8. Bowfoot Court building,  

West Elevation; demolished. 

6. King’s Wall garden, 1910, by Norah Geddes 
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A = 17 Victoria Terrace,  B =  Institute annex, demolished,   

C = Bowfoot courtyard building, demolished. 1892 OS Map.  
Viewpoints relate to images in leaflet. 

1. George Grindlay’s ‘curreing shop, 1786, South Elevation & Plan (nos.1-3/A), 

with plan of the Bowfoot courtyard building (no.4/C), now demolished, and 
cellar later incorporated into building B (no.5). 

No drawings survive, but the western part of the Terrace takes 

the natural line and slope of the Murus Castri, which can still be 

seen.  As well as designing huge urban forms, Hamilton was 

remarkable adept at all styles, including Regency gaiety, classical 

purity and vernacular tenements. 
 

INSTITUTE FOR THE RELIEF OF INCURABLES 

In 1863 the building is recorded as an Institute for the Relief of 

Incurables, with another building (B) in the courtyard, now gone.  

The Institute was a charity run by the churches and served the 

parish of the Old Town.  The 1866 Improvement Act was 

passed to clear away unsanitary buildings in the area, including 

Dewar's & Currie's Closes to the south and west of the building.   

SWEETIE WORKS 

An overhead timber chute connected Ferguson's famous soft 

Castle Rock sweetie shop on Johnston Terrace with a factory 

at 17 Victoria Terrace. 
 

BOMB SHELTER 

During WW2 the building was made into a shelter for  

Castlehill with the insertion of reinforced concrete and steel 

floors, bricked up windows and bomb blast walls. 
 

ETCHING WORKS 

After the War the building was used to produce acid-etched 

copper tablemats and memorabilia such as Fringe First Awards. 
 

OFFICES 

In 1989 the buildings were converted into 5 offices by Benjamin 

Tindall Architects with their office on the upper 1½ floors and 

tenants below, which include Walker Slater.   The route down 

to the bottom of West Bow was re-opened and a garden 

created in the courtyard.  Existing partitions, etc. were taken 

apart, de-nailed and recycled as much as possible, minimising 

the use of new materials and embodied energy.  Today, 

approximately 20 people work in the building, contributing to 

the economic liveliness and sustainability of the Old Town. 

PATRICK GEDDES 

At the end of the C19th 

some of the land 

cleared by the 

Improvement Act was 

still untended and 

Patrick Geddes and the 

Edinburgh Social Union 

took over many areas 

as gardens for children, 

including the King's 

Wall garden west of the 

former Currie's Close. 
Detail of ‘fig.35: The Town Walls’ from ‘An Inventory of the Ancient & Historical 

Monuments of the City of Edinburgh’, HMSO, 1951; coloured & amended by BTA, 2014. 

LEATHER WORKS 

The first accurate drawing in 1786 is for a proposal by George 

Grindlay, a leather merchant, for a 'curreing shop' with extensive 

slatted south-facing openings.  This drawing also shows the now 

demolished building in the Bowfoot courtyard. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/How_Buildings_Learn

