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A self-guided walking tour of Edinburgh City Centre
telling the stories of girls assisted by The National
Vigilance Association in the early 20th century.

Please be aware that some of the stories in this tour
deal with topics which some people may find
upsetting.

This walk climbs steeply up The Mound but can also be
done in reverse.

Duration: Approximately 60-90 minutes. 3 km.
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@he National Vigilance Association of

Scotland

21 Castle Street

Duke Street - location of
the charity’s first office.

From here: Head left
along Rose Street.

The charity moved into the premises at Castle Street in 1954 but
in the early 20t century their offices were at 5 Duke Street, at
the top of what is now Dublin Street. The street was renamed in
the 1960s to avoid duplication with street names in Leith which
had become part of Edinburgh City in 1920.

The charity was formed in 1911 as the Eastern Division of the
National Vigilance Association and supported women who were
looking for work, health and maternity care, accommodation or
childcare. Although the organisation helped women of all
backgrounds, many came from the poorer areas of the city.

Each stop on this tour tells the story of a young woman helped
by the NVA in the years during and following the First World War
—atime of economic depression and high unemployment. It
incorporates extracts of their letters held within the Birthlink
archive, many of which they wrote to Miss Stagg, Secretary of
the NVA from 1915-1929.

The NVA subsequently became known as The Guild of Service
for Women and Family Care before becoming Birthlink in 2007.
Today the charity supports adults affected by adoption and
maintains the Adoption Contact Register.
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132 Rose Street: Katie Doig’s Story R e
ek [

Katie was born in Stockbridge in 1898. Her mother struggled
with alcohol addiction and was sentenced to 2 years in the
Perth Inebriate Home when Katie was just 2 years old. Katie’s
father, a plumber, moved his family in with his mother with
whom Katie lived until her early teens before moving in with
her married sister at 132 Rose Street. Her sister threw her out
when she was 16 years old following a series of arguments and
Katie made her way to the NVA for help. She was found several
domestic service posts in some of Scotland's large country
houses. Being used the hustle and bustle of Stockbridge, Katie
initially found the quietness of the country frightening. She
wrote many letters to Miss Stagg from Lockerbie House,
Wedderburn Castle and Dupplin Castle describing her daily
life. Katie married in 1928 and returned to Stockbridge, living in
India Place.

From here: Continue straight and about Katie here:
turn right into Frederick Street.

18 Frederick Street: Mary’s Story

This was the organisation’s office from 1917-1924 and they
had a flat which they used to provide temporary
accommodation for girls with nowhere to go. Mary stayed
here in June 1920 when she was 15. Originally from
Berwickshire, she had no mother and had been living with
her sister who worked as a cook in a soldiers and sailors
home in the East end of Edinburgh. Her NVA file describes
her as a “wild, defiant monkey” and while staying at the flat
she jumped out the window (on the second floor), injuring
her leg. Mary was sent to St Andrews Home in Joppa (just
outside Edinburgh near Portobello), this was a home for
girls aged 14-20 where they were trained in laundry work.
Girls usually stayed 2 years but Mary stayed for three. She
enjoyed being at St Andrews and joined the Girl Guides.
When she left St Andrews Home, Mary trained as a nurse
and wrote to Miss Stagg in 1929 that she had got a job with
a family in Renfrewshire with a salary of £65 a year.

From here: Continue down Frederick Street. Cross over Princes Street and enter the
Gardens at the Royal Scots Greys Memorial. Head left through the Gardens and exit onto
The Mound. Turn right up The Mound stopping where it curves round to the left.



Alexandra Hostel, Mound Place: Sheila’s Story

The Alexandra Hostel opened in 1924 to provide
accommodation for women. Sheila came here in 1927 at
the age of 17 and the matron Miss Mary Stephens referred
her to the NVA to get help finding work. However, Sheila
became ill with TB and was admitted to the sanatorium in
Craigleith. The NVA made sure Sheila had plenty visitors to
keep her company as, having lost her adoptive parents at a
young age, she had no family of her own.

The NVA ladies visited her regularly and brought her
flowers, writing paper, and wool to knit with. Sheila
was moved to the Northern General Hospital and
sadly died there in 1928. Miss Stagg and Miss
Stephens attended her funeral.

You can listento a
podcast about
Sheila here:

From here: Continue up the Mound and onto the Royal Mile. Turn
left and head to Parliament Square behind St Giles Cathedral. At
the far side of the square is the former HQ of Edinburgh City
Police. Detour: Reach The Royal Mile by walking up past the site of
the Alexandra Hostel and through Ramsay Gardens [NB this is a
steep climb]. The Castle Esplanade is to your right. Turn left to reach
Parliament Square.

Parliament Square: Isabella’s Story

Isabella had grown up in Aberlour Orphanage in the
North East of Scotland. Her NVA file describes her as
%) “full of fancies and loves telling fairy stories”. The NVA

., e ‘ ) had been helping Isabella since she came to Edinburgh
A sy at the age of 16 but in 1928 at the age of 18 she
¢ R\ R R appeared before the Edinburgh Police Court charged
with the theft of a pair of slippers from Woolworths on
Princes Street. Miss Stagg was appointed her probation
officer and Isabella was sent to the Female Rescue

Home on Gorgie Road run by matron Miss Marion
Nutter. She was however keen to work and wrote to Miss
Stagg in 1928 that she would never settle down and
asked her to find her a job instead. Isabella eventually
took a job as a maid at Leith Hospital and lived at
Providence House Night Shelter at 219 High Street.

From here: Continue right down the High Street and turn into New Assembly Close on
the right hand side.



Children’s Shelter, 142 High Street

From here: The building now
belongs to the Faculty of
Advocates. Take some time
here to have a rest on one of
the benches before returning to
the High Street. Continue down
the High Street and turn right
onto Blackfriars Street. Cross
over the Cowgate and head up
High School Wynd.

Detour: Before turning down
Blackfriars, carry on down The
Royal Mile to the Canongate. Just
before the Scottish Parliament
building is Queensberry House
which was a House of Refuge
from 1850 to the 1940s. May, a 50
year old woman who struggled
with alcohol addiction, was in
regular contact with the NVA who
helped her to find work. She
wrote from Queensberry House
to Miss Stagg in 1916:

“Thanking you again for all you
have done for this piece of
broken earthenware.”

Built in the early 1800s this building was the
headquarters of the Bank of Scotland. In 1894 it was
taken over by the Scottish Society for the Prevention of
Cruelty to Children and opened as a children’s home. It
was open all hours day and night to receive children in
need of protection. Many were referred on to the NVA
like:

Sarah who came to the shelterin 1919 aged 15. She
had been up in court for theft and with her father’s
permission the NVA sent her to a female refuge in
Paisley where she was trained in laundry work. She
wrote to Miss Stagg in 1921:

“lam a finery ironer, | am learning to do dress shirts by
hand. We had a picnic on Saturday, it was in the
grounds of a big private house. We all enjoyed
ourselves very much.”

When Sarah left Paisley she got a job as a maid in
Edinburgh and Miss Stagg provided her with a
reference.

Matilda came to the shelter in 1920 aged 14. She was
one of 8 children. The NVA visited her regularly and
sent Dalbeth Convent in Glasgow and then a training
home in Newcastle. She wrote to Miss Stagg in 1921:

“We had a concert the other night and | was taught a
little poetry to say. | tried my best it was about a little
pussy cat.”

She returned to Edinburgh in 1924 but was consistently
in trouble with the police for stealing.

Annie came to the Shelterin 1921, also aged 14. Her
file describes her as “wild and uncontrolled”. Annie
was sent to Alnwickhill Home in the Liberton area of
Edinburgh — a leafy suburb to the south of the city —run
by the Church of Scotland. She returned to the NVA as
an adult to get help with child maintenance payments
which the father of her child was not paying.

The Shelter closed in 1980.



High School Yards: University Settlement

As you come up High School Wynd, High School Yards is on
your left hand side. This was the site of the Edinburgh
University Settlement, founded by Sir Richard Lodge, a
history professor at Edinburgh University in 1905.
Undergraduates from the university went to live in
“settlement houses” in underprivileged communities “to

bring graduate and undergraduate face to face with the
. working man to unite their energies for the common social
High School Yards good”. A group of 12 students moved into High School Yards
[Brian McNeil] owned by the university and got cheap rent in return for doing
From here: At the top of High community work in the Cowgate and surrounding area.
School Wynd turn right along
Infirmary Street. Cross over
South Bridge and continue
past the Museum of

Scotland to the end of
Chambers Street.

Settlement Day and Settlement Week were created to
fundraise for the settlement - this later became the
university’s RAG week.

Taken from Edinburgh University Settlement - Wikipedia

Society 10: Katie Knight’s Story

_ At the far end of Chambers Street on the site of the New
! Museum of Scotland was Society 10— a collection of slum
== tenements. Katie was bornin 1900 and lived here with her
family. Her mother, a laundress, was badly burned after
7 falling into the fireplace and she later died when Katie was
7 just 6 years old, her father had died when she was 2 years
old. Katie went to live with her married brother on Infirmary
“7 Street. In 1917 at the age of 17 Katie went to the NVA office

“ for help to get work and they found her a place at Alnwickhill
Home in Liberton. She wrote to Miss Stagg in 1917:

“l am at the finery table in the laundry, ironing blouses and |
am getting along with them pretty well. | would like to write to
my sisters as | am feeling anxious to hear from them. | am
liking the home alright and getting on well.”

When Katie left the home the NVA helped her to find work at
Kings Cross Hospital in Dundee. She wrote to Miss Stagg in

From here: Cross over 1918:

George IV Bridge. Stop for a
photo at Greyfriars Bobby “Just a line to let you know that | arrived alright safe and
before heading down

sound after a pleasant journey. | like this place alright but one
Candlemakers Row.

of the nurses is a terrible snob and so is the Sister.”


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edinburgh_University_Settlement

Margaret Tudor House, 1 Merchant Street

Margaret Tudor House [Edinburgh
Evening News, 1957]

Opened in 1930 as a night shelter for women where
they could have clean and comfortable beds, plenty of
hot water for baths and washing of clothes and home
like surroundings with good wholesome meals. Later
was also opened during the day for women who were
out of work so they had somewhere to rest when
looking for jobs.

43 beds available, charge is 1shilling per night or 6s for
a week if paid in advance.

From here: Turn right into the Grassmarket and head long to the far end where you will
get a view of the other side of the Castle.

19 Grassmarket: Jessie’s Story
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From here: You can head back to
Princes Street by walking along
Kings Stables Road and cutting
through St Cuthbert’s Church
Yard to Princes Street Gardens.

Detour: Walk half way up The Vennel
on the South side of the Grassmarket
to get a great photograph of the
Castle.

Jessie was born in 1904 and was brought up in Quarriers
Home, Bridge of Weir after her mother died when she
was 7 years old. She ran away from there in 1919 when
she was 15. The Edinburgh police brought her to the
NVA for help who send her to St Catherine’s Conventin
Lauriston Gardens.

Her grandfather lived at 19 Grassmarket with Jessie’s
Uncle and brother and Jessie got permission from the
convent to visit them. She wrote to Miss Stagg in 1922:

“l went down to see my brother, grandfather and also
my uncle and they all agree that | should go into service.
My grandfather said that he would not have me stay in
the Grassmarket for it is not a fit place for any girl to be. |
told my grandfather that it was you that looked after me
when | was in Dalbeth and he said that he did not know
how to thank you, you know he broke down in front of
me and so did my uncle. He is not working yet Miss
Stagg, my uncle is the only one that is working.”

Jessie’s grandfather sometimes stayed in the turreted
Jubilee Lodgings on the corner of Kings Stable Road .
This was a hostel that could accommodate 450 men. It
was eventually taken over by the YMCA but is now flats.
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Birthlink is a charity that supports adults affected by adoption.
If you enjoyed this tour, please consider making a donation via
the kindlink below to help us continue and expand our services:

Copyright: Birthlink, 21 Castle Street, Edinburgh. 2025.
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