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Introduction
Edinburgh is a city that captures the imagination in a single glance: a skyline jagged
with spires, turrets, and volcanic
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CHAPTER ONE: Myths and Beginnings — The
Legendary Origins of Edinburgh
Every city has a genesis story, a foundational myth that whispers through its ancient
stones and shapes its identity. For Edinburgh, this narrative is as dramatic and
multifaceted as its iconic skyline, a blend of geological upheaval, strategic foresight,
and the enduring human spirit. Long before the first turrets graced Castle Rock or the
Royal Mile buzzed with merchants and monarchs, this land was forged by fire and ice,
laying the groundwork for a capital unlike any other.

Imagine a time, eons ago, when the land we now know as Scotland was a canvas of
churning magma and shifting tectonic plates. The dramatic crags and hills that define
Edinburgh’s topography are not mere undulations but the visible scars of an ancient,
violent past. Arthur's Seat, the unmistakable lion couchant of the city, isn't just a
picturesque hill; it's the eroded core of an extinct volcano, a testament to fiery forces
that shaped this landscape hundreds of millions of years ago. Similarly, Castle Rock,
upon which Edinburgh Castle proudly stands, is another volcanic plug, a formidable
natural defense formed as molten rock cooled and hardened, then was carved and
sculpted by the inexorable march of glaciers during the last ice age. These geological
titans provided the very first settlers with naturally fortified positions, offering
unparalleled views and protection, a strategic advantage that would prove crucial for
millennia.

The earliest human footprints in this rugged landscape are hazy, lost in the mists of
time. Archaeological evidence suggests human activity in the Edinburgh area dating
back to the Mesolithic period, around 8500 BC. These hunter-gatherers would have
found a rich environment, with abundant game and fish in the Forth estuary. As the
centuries turned into millennia, permanent settlements began to emerge. Iron Age
hillforts, primitive but effective defensive structures, peppered the landscape around
what would become Edinburgh. These early inhabitants, likely part of the Votadini
tribe, recognized the inherent defensive strengths of places like Castle Rock and
Arthur's Seat, establishing communities atop these natural bastions, laying the earliest
foundations of urban life.

The arrival of the Romans in the 1st century AD brought a new chapter, though their
direct influence on the immediate site of Edinburgh was relatively fleeting. They
established forts further south and west, but their presence in Britannia inevitably
brought them into contact with the indigenous tribes of what they called Caledonia.
While the Romans never fully conquered this northern land, their encounters
undoubtedly shaped the development of the native communities, pushing them to
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consolidate and strengthen their positions. It’s during this period that legends begin to
intermingle with emerging historical fragments. Some theories link the name
"Edinburgh" to "Din Eidyn," a Brythonic name meaning "Fort of Eidyn," possibly
referring to the stronghold on Castle Rock. This suggests a continuous occupation and
importance of the site long before any written records detailed its existence.

As the Roman Empire receded, the lands of Scotland entered a period of shifting
power dynamics, marked by the rise of various kingdoms: the Picts, the Scots (from
Ireland), the Angles, and the Britons. The area around Edinburgh found itself at a
cultural and territorial crossroads. It was during the early medieval period that the
Anglian kingdom of Northumbria extended its influence northward, eventually
incorporating the Lothian region, where Edinburgh lies. This period saw the
strengthening of the stronghold on Castle Rock, transforming it from a simple hillfort
into a more substantial defensive structure, a crucial outpost in a contested
landscape.

The tale of Edinburgh truly begins to solidify with the emergence of the Scottish
kingdom. By the 11th century, the site was firmly established as a royal residence.
King Malcolm III Canmore and his devout wife, Queen Margaret, played a pivotal role in
its early development. Margaret, later canonized as Saint Margaret, was a devout
Christian who sought to bring the Scottish church more in line with Roman practices.
She often resided at the castle, and it was her son, King David I (reigned 1124-1153),
who is credited with truly transforming Edinburgh into a burgh, a royal town with
specific trading and administrative rights. It was David who established the Abbey of
Holyrood in 1128, a significant religious institution that would eventually give its name
to the palace at the other end of the Royal Mile.

The story of Holyrood Abbey’s founding is steeped in legend, perfectly illustrating the
blend of myth and history that defines Edinburgh. The tale goes that King David I, out
hunting in the royal forest near the castle, was suddenly thrown from his horse by a
magnificent stag. As the stag charged, about to gore him, a shining cross appeared
between its antlers, causing the beast to retreat. Taking this as a divine sign, David
vowed to build an abbey on the spot, dedicating it to the Holy Rood, or True Cross.
While the deer hunt might be more poetic than factual, the abbey's establishment was
undoubtedly a strategic move, contributing to the growth and prosperity of the
nascent burgh, attracting settlers and trade to the area.

Edinburgh, nestled between its imposing castle and the burgeoning abbey, began to
flourish. The natural spine of the Royal Mile, linking these two significant sites, became
the main artery of the growing town. Early maps, though crude, show a cluster of
buildings around the castle, gradually extending downhill towards Holyrood. This was
a world of timber and thatch, narrow closes, and bustling markets, where the scent of
peat smoke mingled with the clamor of blacksmiths and the chatter of merchants. The
strategic location, defensible and accessible by sea via the port of Leith, ensured its
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steady rise in importance within the Scottish kingdom.

The city’s strategic value, however, also made it a target. Throughout the centuries,
Edinburgh found itself at the heart of numerous conflicts, most notably the Wars of
Scottish Independence in the 13th and 14th centuries. The castle, in particular,
changed hands multiple times, a symbol of sovereignty fiercely contested by Scottish
and English forces. Stories of daring sieges and audacious recaptures became part of
the city’s lore. One of the most famous tales is that of Thomas Randolph, nephew of
Robert the Bruce, who in 1314 led a daring night raid to retake Edinburgh Castle from
the English. His men scaled the precipitous rock face, using a little-known path,
surprising the garrison and reclaiming the fortress for Scotland. Such acts of bravery,
whether embellished by time or recounted with faithful accuracy, cemented the city’s
reputation for resilience and a fierce sense of independence.

Even beyond the grand narratives of kings and battles, the early myths of Edinburgh
are woven into the very fabric of its landscape. Arthur's Seat, for instance, is not just a
geological marvel but a place steeped in Arthurian legend. While definitively linking
King Arthur to Edinburgh remains a matter of scholarly debate and romantic
speculation, the name itself invites contemplation of ancient, heroic figures. Some
theories suggest the hill was one of the locations for Camelot, or the site of a
significant battle involving Arthur. Regardless of historical veracity, these legends lend
an additional layer of mystique to the city, connecting it to a broader tapestry of
British myth.

The very air of Edinburgh seems to hum with these ancient stories, inviting residents
and visitors alike to look beyond the surface. The names of streets, closes, and
landmarks often hint at their mythical or historically significant origins. From the
"Castle Rock," a descriptive name that perfectly captures its essence, to the "Royal
Mile," explicitly linking the two centers of power, the city’s nomenclature is a living
archive. The winding, often claustrophobic closes of the Old Town, once bustling with
life, also hold whispers of forgotten trades, scandalous events, and the everyday lives
of those who walked their cobbled paths centuries ago.

The constant reinvention of Edinburgh, from a prehistoric stronghold to a medieval
royal burgh, and on to its modern status as a vibrant capital, is built upon these
foundational myths and early histories. Each layer of development, each new stone
laid, rests upon the bedrock of what came before, both geologically and culturally. The
city’s distinct character, its blend of the dramatic and the intimate, the ancient and
the modern, is a direct consequence of this rich and storied past. It's a city that wears
its history not as a dusty relic, but as a living, breathing part of its identity, constantly
inviting exploration and discovery. This deep connection to its origins is perhaps the
most enduring myth of all: that Edinburgh is, and always has been, a place of
extraordinary significance, shaped by forces far greater than human hands alone.
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