
Heritage 
Walking Tour: 
Stockbridge

A self-guided walking tour of the Stockbridge area of 
Edinburgh 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.

Many of the stops are private residences so please be 
mindful of this while taking the tour. The tour can also be 
done in reverse.

Duration: Approximately 45 minutes. 2 km.



Stockbridge and the National 
Vigilance Association

This walking tour starts in Edinburgh’s affluent New Town and takes you 
down into the village of Stockbridge. The name is Scots stock brig meaning 
wooden bridge, although the original wooden bridge over the Water of Leith 
is long gone. Now a popular neighbourhood with many independent 
restaurants and shops, Stockbridge in the early 20th century was 
overcrowded and the living conditions were poor.

The National Vigilance Association (NVA) 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 – a time of economic depression and high unemployment. 

Use the QR codes to listen to extracts from letters written by the girls, and 
their family members, to NVA workers Miss Stagg and Miss Howitt. Typed 
copies of extracts for stops are included at the end of this booklet.



From here: Head straight down India 
Street and left onto North West 
Circus Place. Take the first right onto 
St Stephen’s Place.

Jamaica Street: Bessie’s Story part 12
In Edwardian Edinburgh Jamaica Street ran straight 
through from India Street to Howe Street. The 
tenements were cleared in the 1960s and replaced 
with the housing which is there today. Kay’s Bar is 
the only surviving building from Bessie’s time at 
Jamaica Street. Bessie was born at No. 9 Jamaica 
Street in 1901and despite being situated behind the 
affluent Heriot Row, the living conditions here were 
crowded. At the time of the 1901 census when 
Bessie was 2 months  old, 19 other families were 
also living at No. 9.

Read part 2 of Bessie’s story at Stop no. 4.

In 1911, with famed Edinburgh doctor Elsie Inglis in attendance, 
the Eastern division of the National Vigilance Association was 
formed in the drawing room of 29 Abercromby Place. Then 
owned by Miss Margaret Nairn the building is now part of The 
Royal Scots Club. In line with the wider vigilance movement, the 
Edinburgh branch of the NVA aimed to help vulnerable girls and 
young women in the city. Over the next 100 years the 
organisation supported many women, children and families and 
today, as Birthlink, it continues to support adults affected by 
adoption through its counselling service and maintenance of 
The Adoption Contact Register.

Miss Katherine Stagg joined the Association in 1915 and soon 
became the Secretary - a post she held until 1929. We know 
very little about her, but the NVA purchased a typewriter in 1928 
which means the archive includes some of her outgoing 
correspondence. like her letter to Isabella. Isabella had been 
placed on probation for stealing from Woolworths and had been 
sent to the women’s refuge on Gorgie Road. She had written a 
pleading letter to Miss Stagg, who had been appointed her 
probation officer, asking to be allowed to leave.

29 Abercromby Place: Miss Stagg 
and Isabella

From here: Head west 
along Heriot Row and 
turn left down India 
Street. Turn first right 
into Jamaica Street 
West.

DETOUR: Take a stroll along Circus Lane, one of the prettiest examples of an Edinburgh Mews.
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From here: Head straight down 
Saunders Street and up the steps 
onto St Bernard’s Bridge.

Kerr Street: Bessie’s Story part 2

In 1917 Bessie and her family were living at no. 5 
Kerr Street along with 9 other families. Although the 
street name says Glanville Place on one side, no. 5 
is located where Café Nero is today. The buildings 
on the opposite side of Kerr Street have now been 
demolished and the Stockbridge Market takes place 
here every Sunday 10-4pm.

Bessie’s mother wrote to the NVA in 1917 to ask if 
they could come to Kerr Street and take Bessie to 
Mrs Pearne’s Home in Dundee. Her mother could 
not face taking Bessie up herself. 

Bessie stayed at the home in Dundee for longer than 
the expected 2 years and was trained in laundry 
work. She returned to Stockbridge and in 1921 was 
back living at No. 5 Kerr Street with her parents, 
sibling and husband who she had married the same 
year.

St Stephen’s Place: Katie’s Story

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 at St 
Stephen’s Place. Walk through the old entrance to the 
Stockbridge Market. The tenement which Katie lived in with 
her granny is on the right-hand side. Katie stayed her until her 
early teens when she moved in with her married sister on Rose 
Street in the city centre. 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, taking the left-hand 
lane past the mural to 
Hamilton Place. Turn left.

DETOUR: Continue under the bridge to visit St Bernard’s Well.

You can listen to a podcast 
about Katie here:
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From here: Continue along Ann 
Street and turn right when you 
reach Dean Park Crescent. Turn 
left past the old school and head 
down Dean Park Street.

Ann Street: Martha’s Story

Martha was born in the village of Bonkyll in the Scottish 
Borders in 1905. She came to Edinburgh when her 
parents William, a groom, and Arthurina, a domestic 
servant, found work with accommodation in a 
household on Ann Street, one of Edinburgh's most 
exclusive addresses. Martha’s father died in 1918 and 
in 1921, when Martha was 16 years old, her mother 
asked the NVA to find Martha work as she needed to 
return to the Borders to look after parents. Martha was 
sent to Tynepark Training Home in Haddington and, 
despite not wanting to leave her mother, she settled 
well and stayed there for 3 years.

Edinburgh Rescue Shelter: Christina and Margaret’s 
Stories

The Edinburgh Rescue Shelter opened in the late 19th century 
to provide temporary accommodation for women. The NVA 
and the Shelter worked closely together often referring women 
to each other for help. Miss Ethelwyn Moss was the matron of 
the shelter in the 1920s. The Shelter’s annual report in 1923 
records that “the committee would like to mention the help 
and co-operation they receive from Miss Stagg of the National 
Vigilance Association”.

Christina was born in Peebles in 1905 and was referred to the 
NVA from the Shelter in 1924 when she came to Edinburgh 
looking for work at the age of 19. She was sent to the Dundee & 
District Rescue Home, 18 Cobden Street, Dundee, where she 
stayed until 1926.

Margaret was born in 1908 in Blairgowrie but from the age of 2 
had been brought up in a children’s home along with her sister. 
Margaret arrived at the Shelter in 1927 having had to leave her 
job as a maid (in St Bernard’s Row, also Stockbridge) due to 
staying out too late. The NVA sent her to St Andrews Home in 
Joppa near Portobello. She left in 1929 and headed to London.

From here: Continue to the 
end of Dean Park Terrace 
and turn into Ann Street.

DETOUR: Go beyond Dean Park Crescent and walk down Dean 
Park Mews instead to see another example of these small 
Edinburgh streets
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St Mary’s Place: Miss Beatrice Howitt

Miss Beatrice Howitt was born in 1880 in Dunfermline. She 
began working as a social worker with the NVA in 1917, 
spending much of her time with women at the Police Court 
in Leith. She lived on  St Mary’s Place although on the 1921 
census she is listed as living at the NVA offices, 8 Frederick 
Street, which included a flat for workers or emergency 
accommodation for women. 

She continued to work for the NVA until 1941. 

Bedford Street: Grace’s Story

Grace was born 1906 and lived at no. 26 Bedford Street. The 
tenements no longer exist and what was once a through road 
is now a cul-de-sac. 

Grace’s mother had died and her father, who was not working, 
asked for help in 1921 when Grace was caught stealing at the 
age of 15. 

The NVA sent her to St Andrews Home for Girls in Joppa. In 
1924 it was written in her file that she was “doing splendidly 
and a great favourite”.

From here: Turn right onto 
Raeburn Place and continue 
along to St Mary’s Place.

From here: Spend some time browsing the small shops and cafes in Stockbridge 
before getting bus no. 24 (towards Royal Infirmary) or 29 (towards Gorebridge) back 
to the City Centre.

Suggestions for some additional sites to visit can be found overleaf.
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Comely Bank Cemetery and the Royal Victoria: If you would like to venture further 
afield, head left down Comely Bank Road away from Stockbridge towards Craigleith 
Road where you will find the location of the now closed Royal Victoria Hospital. Sheila 
was sent here suffering from TB in 1927 at the age of 17. She had been adopted as a 
baby but lost her adoptive parents at a young age. The NVA made sure she had plenty 
of visitors to keep her company. Sadly, Sheila died in 1928 and is buried at Comely 
Bank Cemetery on Crewe Road South. Miss Stagg organised and attended her funeral 
along with Sheila’s adoptive brother who wrote the following: 

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.

“Coming so closely in touch with you and your work 
opens one’s eyes to the greatness and extent of the field 
you are engaged in. There must be many who have to 
thank the Vigilance Society for the new light that must 
have come into their life from its efforts. I at any rate thank 
God for having directed Sheila’s footsteps along its path. 
May renewed efforts and achievements attend your work, 
the “Greatheart of the downtrodden”.

You can listen to a podcast 
about Sheila here:

From here: Take bus no. 19 (towards Eastfield), 22 (towards Gyle Centre) or 37 (towards 
Penicuik) from the bottom of Orchard Brae back into the City Centre.

Stockbridge Colonies: Continue right along Raeburn 
Place and turn left into St Bernard’s Row. It was at No. 20 
that Margaret worked as a maid before going to the 
Rescue Shelter in 1927. Continue round to see the 
Stockbridge Colonies, a group of stone built terraced 
houses built between 1861 and 1911 by the Edinburgh Co-
operative Company to provide housing for working people.

Inverleith Park: Head along Portgower Place next to the Raeburn Hotel and take a stroll 
through Inverleith Park.

Stockbridge Colonies 1902 
[Capital Collections]



Stop 1: Isabella and Miss Stagg

30 May 1928

My dear Bella, 

I received your letter and I will try to come out to 
see you one day next week. In the meantime I want 
you to stop and think for a few minutes, and 
remember what the Magistrate said to you at the 
Court – that he was placing you under probation so 
that you should not be sent to a Borstal for three or 
five years – that you were to obey me in everything 
– remain where you were placed and do your duty 
and that if you broke your Probation Bond or your 
promise, you would be re-tried and would be 
punished as he said. For the time, I wish you to 
remain where you are and I will come and see you 
when I can. I know you are a good worker and I 
know too how well you did at Leith Hospital but 
you must try and wipe out all the naughty things 
you have done since you were there. Do be good, 
and do not let me have to fetch you away up to the 
Court which is what I must do if you do not try. 
With my best wishes and I feel sure you will try 
hard.

1 Gorgie Road, Edinburgh, 18 May 1928

Dear Miss Stagg, I am writing to say I will never settle 
down here because I would rather be working for myself 
you know how well I got on when I was in Leith Hospital. I 
would like to go into Holy Road laundry or the sick 
children’s hospital. This is a very nice home but I would 
rather work for myself.

From Isabella



Stop 3: Katie

Wedderburn Castle, 3 July 1917

Dear Miss Stagg

The mistress is very hard to please first it was 
my new wrapper was too short. I altered it then it 
was my black skirt I altered that, I wonder what 
is coming next.

Lockerbie House, 21 July 1916

Dear Miss Stagg

I won’t get homesick, it is  too nice here. There’s 
plenty of rabbits and we have hens and a pig, 
then we have a cuddy* and it is lovely to walk 
around the estate. I am taking everything that is 
set down to me, I am  getting fat and red cheeks, 
so they are telling me.

*Scots word for donkey

Dupplin Castle, December 1917

Dear Miss Stagg

The work is simply too heavy for me. I have 19 
grates to do and 6 bedrooms and a service room 
to serve on Tuesday and Saturday and five 
flights of stairs to whiten on Wednesday and 
Saturday. The fires at night to attend and hot 
water bottles to go up with hot water to drink. I 
have coals and sticks to carry to 6 bedrooms 
and 9 public rooms. I am never off my feet till 
10pm and up in the morning at 5.



Stop 4: Bessie

202 Ferry Road, Dundee, 1918

Dear Miss Stagg

I am getting on very well indeed just now. I am 
working at the back of the calendar and am 
liking it all right but it is rather hot. I always feel 
very sick at night when I finish.

Anyway, I will have to say goodnight. You might 
write soon as possible as I have only had one 
letter from mother.
*large industrial clothes press

5 Kerr Street

Dear Miss Howitt

Would you please come down and take Bessie, I 
really do not feel equal to bringing her up and 
then coming away without her. We both wish her 
to go to Dundee. She understands we must part 
with her for her own good. 

I am yours truly, Mrs E Thomson

202 Ferry Road, Dundee

26 January 1919

Dear Miss Stagg

My time is up in a fortnight but as we are very 
short of hands just now I am staying on until the 
end of May. I am glad because mother is going to 
try and move, so that will get me away from the 
old friends in Stockbridge. I should like to see 
Admiral Beatty and all the sailors marching 
through Edinburgh.



Stop 5: Christina and Margaret

St Andrews Home, Joppa, 12 June 1927

Dear Miss Moss
We are having lovely weather just now, 
We are out every day and on Saturdays if 
it is fine we go down to the beach and 
have tea. We also go to the Kings Park 
round Arthurs Seat. The guides are doing 
a play in the middle of next month, the 
name of it is Robin Hood and I am sure it 
is going to be lovely. Give my best love to 
all the staff in Dean Terrace. 

Love from

Margaret

18 Cobden Street, 1 June 1925

Dear Miss Howitt

I now take the pleasure in writing you a 
few lines after I have been here seven 
months. I am at the checking and the 
packing room, I am learning all I can and 
doing my best but to be quite honest with 
you I have not been behaving myself as 
well as you would like but Miss Howitt I 
am going to try and be a better girl. 
Matron took me shopping, and we had 
tea, it was lovely. I had a visit from my 
aunt and my sister and cousins about a 
month ago and it was nice to see them 
again. Please answer my letter soon.

Your sincerely

Chrissie



Stop 7: Grace

St Andrews Home, Joppa

4 November 1923

Dear Miss Stagg

You will be pleased to hear that I got first prize for good 
laundry work, so I am going in for the laundress badge. I 
would love if my sister could get here beside me for I am 
sure she would love being here and she would make the 
most of the chance.

St Andrews Home, Joppa

1923

Dear Miss Stagg

You will be very glad to hear that I am very happy 
here and hope to do my best to please all the 
sisters for they are all so good and kind and I am 
hoping to be a Girl Guide soon. I feel this is going 
to make a big change in me for I will get a fresh 
start in life when I leave here.

Stop 6: Martha

Tyne Park, Haddington

Dear Madam

We had a scrumptious xmas here and we did get a lot of 
presents from a lot of people. Have you heard from mother 
yet? She has been very busy just now with Grandfather, he is 
lying very ill just now and mother has her work before her. 

Your sincerely, Grace

Dear Miss Stagg

On Tuesday night there was an awful scene with Martha. I 
brought in some things she was to take to Haddington and I 
don’t think it was till then that she woke up to the fact of her 
going. She said she might go if I went every week to see her 
but I said I could not do that and then she flatly refused to go. 
When Miss Howitt who was very nice came up to take her to 
the doctor she still did not want to go, the only thing I could 
see was that I would have her back idle on my hands again.

Arthurina Fergie
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