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Welcome 

Well – and I hope that you are – the way that we live has changed dramatically since I started 

to think about the EVT Spring Newsletter just a few weeks ago. Way back then we were still 

expecting to hold an AGM on Friday May the 8th; it is now postponed, possibly for quite a while. 

A spring tidy up in the Hewan Wood was pencilled in for mid-May; that too will only happen 

when we are free to gather together again. Cameron Manson and I were looking forward to 

beginning the next stages of thinning and clearing in the Hewan Wood and my middle son and 

his family had just landed in New Zealand for ‘the holiday of a lifetime’; it will certainly be 

memorable! Fortunately they have a good base there and we will look forward to seeing them 

again sometime. 

Changed circumstances prompt changed actions and we hope that you welcome this different 

way to deliver our Newsletter. Perhaps this is an approach that we should adopt for the longer 

term. It saves some of our hard-stretched funds (though at the cost of reducing business for 

our always-helpful printers; an issue of the times to come that is worth a thought) and gives a 

very easy route for delivery, by email, to the majority of our members. A copy of the email 

attachment has been posted out to the few who do not wish to be sent messages by email. 

At the end of last year we had 39 family with 31 individual memberships, and 20 members 

who had still to pay their subscriptions (please do if you can!) so we are a relatively small 

group and perhaps this slightly less polished but more pragmatic approach to the Newsletter 

is most appropriate. Do let me know what you think. As we are so relatively small broadening 

the membership is a growing priority. Part of the plan is to 

leaflet new residents along the Esk valleys in the many new 

housing developments of which we are all very aware. That 

too is on hold for now but I hope that it will be possible to take 

action at some time over the summer months.   

As we won’t be meeting in May I give below the highlights of 

the year that I would normally present as ‘Chairman’s Report’ 

for the AGM. Be assured that we shall hold an AGM when it 

is allowable and sensible to do so. Dr Anna Griffin of SEPA 

will be the speaker when we do eventually hold the AGM. 

Anna will talk about the policy environment for managing river 

basins and specific issues that relate to the Esk rivers and 

their catchments so when the time comes we can expect an 

interesting evening. 



2 
 

The anxieties and challenges for the human population don’t hold back the natural rhythms of 

spring. Since the lock down began it has been a real pleasure to be working in the garden 

amongst a magnificent display of daffodils and primrose (the picture is of primrose in the 

Hewan Wood) while the lack of (most of) the usual traffic and aircraft noise has emphasised 

the glorious bird-song and the sounds of wind and water that surround us at this time of year. 

It won’t be long before the carpets of wild garlic and onion adorn the woodland areas along 

the Esks. I hope that these and the many other beautiful features of the countryside around 

us serve to raise the spirits of any and everyone who walks through the Esk valleys in their 

one daily permitted exercise excursion over the next few weeks. Our place in the greater 

scheme of things is undeniably small, but if our little contribution to people’s wellbeing by 

making the attractions of our countryside more accessible is of some little help in tough times 

then that must be good. 

I hope that you keep safe and well over the next weeks and months. If you feel that the EVT 

network can be of any help to yourself or anyone that you know please let me know. 

Report for the year 2019 

An important event for the year was the transition from being a limited Company to become a 

SCIO (Scottish Charitable Incorporated Organisation). This was remarkably painless taking 

only a matter of a few weeks between submitting the necessary paperwork and receiving 

approval for the change. The process for re-registering our holding of the Hewan Wood is now 

virtually complete and the necessary changes with our bank have been done. 

The grant from the Cala Community Fund that was won in 2018 is 

not enough to complete all of the changes to our website that we 

would wish and we have made a number of attempts to win the 

additional funds to complete the job but so far without success. We 

shall keep trying until we are successful. 

This was the year in which the first actions under the WIAT Forestry 

Grant Scheme took place. New finger posts to direct people to the 

approved paths around the Maiden Castle were put in place and also 

some waymarkers to clarify the route. Subsequently new post and 

rail fencing has been built along the northern boundary of the Hewan 

Wood. We also began thinning spindly, weak and damaged trees in 

the most northerly compartment of the wood to allow the healthy 

trees to thrive. For all of these actions great thanks are due to the 

Midlothian Paths Team who toiled magnificently (fuelled by copious 

amounts of cake from Jo Cooke, Midlothian Council’s Senior 

Ranger) and especially to Cameron Manson for his guidance and 
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effort in the thinning work. A tree safety survey 

was done by a professional consultant and no 

major tree hazards were identified. The planned 

work for the year was all completed before the 

year end. More will be done in 2020 (subject to 

social restrictions being lifted of course).   

As we have done before we helped with the 

Midlothian Outdoor Festival in August with Peter 

Raine leading a circular walk around Carlops and 

we hosted a superb talk by Joanna Soden on the 

art of Victoria Crowe. Roger Crofts guided a walk 

around the Musselburgh lagoons (as well as 

standing in at short notice to talk to the AGM) and Cameron Manson a walk and talk in the 

Dalkeith estate. The plan is to maintain a blend of outdoor and indoor events. Many thanks to 

all who have led or helped with these events.   

Progress in achieving the continuous path along the North Esk River (the North Esk Way) is 

agonisingly slow and I have to beg your indulgence for being repetitive on this subject. Despite 

friendly discussions with the Dalkeith Estate we still have no agreement on a footpath through 

the estate that we can identify as part of the North Esk Way. The big stumbling block is the 

resistance of the Edinburgh Equestrian Centre that is based in the Country Park, to relax its 

apparent agreement with the Country Park that the paths that we would wish to use for 

pedestrians should be limited to horses only. We are told that the terms of the Centre’s lease 

with the Country Park allow this restriction to be in place. Given the width of the paths in 

question there seems little reason not to have both people and horses using them – but until 

we can find a way to relax the condition there is an impasse. Similarly there has been no 

progress with the Melville High Drive. The most that has been achieved there is to continue to 

encourage people to walk the High Drive and maintain its use as a through way which has 

been the case for decades (if not longer). 

Discussions with Penicuik Estate have progressed much more positively. Scott Hall of the 

estate has been very helpful and we are now looking at the detail of a new (and very attractive) 

route through the Estate that will help the definition of the North Esk Way from Carlops to 

Penicuik. There is still much to do once we have defined the route but there is definitely 

progress. 

Along with improving access and encouraging people to walk the paths the Trust also has the 

aim of increasing awareness and appreciation of the heritage of the Esk valleys. To this end 

our discussions with the Mavisbank Trust have reached the point where we have decided that 

we will begin to gather together commentary about as many aspects of the Esk Valleys as 

possible, linking them to the people and places throughout the valleys and gather them 

together on our website. The running title for this project is ‘Stories of the Esks’ and some 

more detail is given below. 

Thanks to Rennie Fraser the accounts for 2019 are fully prepared and currently with the 

Assessor. A copy will be on the web site shortly. We hold funds in three ‘pots’ which are 

Unrestricted (we can use these for any expenditure that fits the Trusts aims), Restricted 

(acquired for a specific purpose and mostly linked to the Hewan Wood) and Endowment 

(which is effectively the nominal value of the Hewan Wood which we own).  Since last year 

Unrestricted funds have risen from £2841 to £3610. This takes us back above the threshold 

of £3000 that the Trustees have set as the ‘comfortable’ minimal level of funds that we wish 

to see in this pot. Unrestricted funds have also risen (from £5675 to £6172). There is no 
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change in the Endowment pot as the value of the Hewan Wood is deemed not to have 

changed. These increases are welcome and result largely from residual values of grants. 

 

Stories of the Esk  

There comes a point in all discussions at which a decision needs to be made as to whether 

something will now be done or the talking has to stop. We reached that point with the 

Mavisbank Trust last Autumn - as has been reported previously. We decided that it is 

worthwhile trying to bring together as much information about the Esk valleys as we can and 

to link events to places, especially those that are on or within reach of the pathways along the 

valleys. Some of this was done ten 

or so years ago when the Trust’s 

website was created (click on 

http://www.eskvalleytrust.org/ and 

remind yourself of some of the 

riches there). Now we want to 

gather more – in fact as many 

‘Stories of the Esks’ as we can. To 

begin with these will be collected 

together on the web site. In the 

longer term the aspiration is to 

create an app that is GPS linked to 

the relevant location so that it is 

possible to get information as one 

walks, or travels, through the 

valleys. If there is an affordable 

market for hard-copy leaflets or 

other publications that is another 

possibility. 

At this stage the creation of an app 

is in the ‘dream’ category, but all journeys start with a single step and if we don’t start 

somewhere we certainly won’t get anywhere (except where we are currently, of course). So, 

what is a ‘Story’? At this stage the guidelines are very broad. A ‘Story’ is a written item about 

a person (people), event(s) or feature(s) that can be linked to a place, or places, within the 

valleys of the Esk. Where did Turner come and paint and what did he produce in the valleys? 

What is the story of (any number of) mills along the Esks? Who built Brunstane Castle and 

what role did it have in Covenanter history? What is the glacial history of the valleys? What 

really happened at the Battle of Roslin? Who was George Forrest? How did the Musselburgh 

lagoons come to be? Where was ‘Dolly’ created (and why)? What IS the Bore Stane? the 

many stories of the ‘Villas of the Esk’(Arniston, Dalkeith, Penicuik etc) and so on. There are 

hundreds of potential stories to tell and many are already well documented. As part of this 

project we want to accumulate a bibliography of what is already in press, archived or on line. 

The items that are created for the EVT website need to be presented in forms that are easy to 

take in. Our current thinking is that ‘Stories’ should be in three parts: 

1. A pithy summary, short and to the point (around 100 words; that’s the length of the 

second paragraph of the ‘Welcome’ above) 

2. A detailed  explanation that spans no more than two A4 pages (11 point Arial including 

pictures – probably around 1000 words) 

http://www.eskvalleytrust.org/
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3. A bibliography of key sources that will give the really-interested reader access to in-

depth information. 

Big questions are: who will produce these ‘Stories’ and who will edit and manage them (put 

them on the web site etc)? That is, who will do the work? The answers are that Trustees of 

the Esk Valley Trust and the Mavisbank Trust are willing to contribute some of the required 

effort BUT a great deal more will come from others who are better informed, steeped in the 

lore of the Esk Valleys and enthusiastic to share their knowledge. That may well be you, 

someone that you know or someone that you know of. All are welcome to join in this project 

and, just perhaps, in these times of ‘lock down, now is the time to put pen to paper (more likely 

finger to keyboard) and let your literary talents rip. If you do want to send in items, or ideas for 

items, please send them by email to enquiries@eskvalleytrust.org. 

To boost our resources to make progress with this project we applied to SNH under the ‘Plunge 

In! The Coasts and Waters Community Fund’ scheme. Unfortunately we have just learnt that 

the application was not successful – but that shouldn’t stop us from making a start. 

The idea of this project has already inspired fellow Trustee Rennie Fraser  to begin exploring 

potential ‘Stories’: 

Rennie Fraser asks “Were the Esk Valleys the 19th Century Silicon Glen?” 
 

I have recently been re-discovering the Statistical Accounts of Scotland. The publication of 

these reports was due to the extraordinary drive of Sir John Sinclair, an influential MP 

representing a constituency in Caithness in the late 18th Century to the early 19th Century. He 

was assisted in this endeavour by the parish ministers of Scotland, who were recruited and 

probably cajoled to report on their parishes by completing a detailed questionnaire. These 

reports are still available in public libraries, but have also been brought in to the 21st century 

in digital form. The parishes bordering the North and South Esk are covered in great detail in 

these accounts. Some of the highlights for me are as follows: 

Coal mining – The economic importance of the Lothians coalfield in the 18th and 19th centuries 

is clear, since almost every parish records the price of coal and whether it is mined in the 

parish. Indeed, some reports provide detailed geological accounts of the local outcrops of coal 

bearing strata and their likely extent underlying the land. The county was at the forefront of 

mining technology, with the pit at New Craighall claiming to employ the largest steam engine 

in the country for pumping water from the mine. The good fortune of the Lothians contrasts 

with parishes remote from the Scottish coalfields, for example in the Western Isles and even 

in Forfar, poor road connections made coal a luxury and peat cutting remained the only 

economic source of fuel. 

Manufacturing industries – Paper making in Penicuik and Lasswade, carpet manufacturing 

in Lasswade and gunpowder at both Roslin and Gorebridge were among the most significant 

at the time. The Esk Valleys were a hub of entrepreneurship in the 19th century. The reports 

on these industries lay great emphasis on their innovations and the distant markets they 

served. The entry for Lasswade gives a strong impression of this local self-assurance, with 

references to the ingenuity of the carpet manufacturer with their patented process and the 

productivity of the paper mills of the parish. 

Limestone – was a valuable commodity both as a raw material for lime in construction of the 

expanding city of Edinburgh, but also its benefit in improving agricultural land was recognised. 

Cheap coal fired the lime kilns which supplied these demands. 

mailto:enquiries@eskvalleytrust.org
https://stataccscot.edina.ac.uk/static/statacc/dist/volume/osa/osa-vol1
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Salt panning – access to coal, the sea and a growing urban market meant that this continued 

to be an important trade in the Lothians. One parish minister also commends the recent 

abolition of a form of serfdom still prevalent in the Scottish mining and salt panning industries 

until the late 17th Century.  

Wildlife – Although more information might be wished for, there are intriguing insights in some 

of the parish reports. For instance, in the Tyne valley below Crichton Castle, glow worms can 

be seen in the late evening after mid-summer. I wonder if they are still there, and if so, are 

they also to be found by the South Esk, which is the adjacent catchment? 

Continuity of ownership of great estates – Tom Devine in ‘The Scottish Nation’ refers to 

this feature of Scottish land ownership and gives a balanced assessment of its positive and 

negative impacts on Scottish life. The parish reports for the Esk Valley provide ample evidence 

for this continuity. The influence of the estates of the Duke of Buccleuch and the Clerks of 

Penicuik were extensive then and continue to the present. They are credited with introducing 

Enlightenment ideas to the improvement of agriculture, trade and manufacturing. These 

changes are recorded in the Statistical accounts, acknowledging the benefits for agriculture of 

drainage schemes, new agricultural implements, breeds of livestock and crop varieties. Tom 

Devine has drawn attention to the lowland clearances, which for various reasons have not 

attracted the same notoriety as the highland clearances. In the account of the parish of 

Newbattle the impact of clearances can be seen from census records and the accompanying 

explanation for population decline there.    

Antiquarianism – Responding to Sir John’s questionnaire afforded parish ministers with an 

amateur interest in antiquarianism liberty to indulge their appetite for genealogy and archival 

delving.  While I could happily skip the passages on how earldoms passed from branch to 

branch of noble families, there were also accounts of historical episodes which were 

fascinating. For example, in 1384 French knights, who had come to Scotland in quest of 

military adventures, were invited to the Castle of Dalkeith. Here, being kindly received, they 

joined James, Earl of Douglas, in an unprovoked excursion into the northern counties of 

England, and returned laden with booty, and elated by the capture of numerous prisoners. 

What I wonder was the fate of the captives they abducted? 

Publications about the history of Edinburgh are plentiful, yet the pull of the capital overshadows 

the claims of its neighbours to tell their story. The Esk valleys were blessed with abundant 

resources, energetic people and an openness to innovation. While most of the industries are 

no longer operating, there are still people alive or who recall their connections with the 

industries of the Esk. I have not even mentioned questions about the cultural and artistic 

contributions by the region nor the current influence of agricultural research institutions, which 

trace their roots to the Enlightenment symbiosis between ideas and practical advances in 

industry and agriculture.  

Further reading: 

DEVINE, T. M., 1999. The Scottish nation: 1700-2000. London: Allen Lane. 

Universities of Edinburgh and Glasgow, 1999. The Statistical Accounts of Scotland. [Online]  

Available at: https://stataccscot.edina.ac.uk/static/statacc/dist/home 

Future Events 

We will all be delighted when it becomes possible to hold events again. At the moment we 

plan, once again, to lead a walk and host a talk in the Midlothian Outdoor Festival, scheduled 

for August 8-16. We will keep you informed as events unfold. 
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Annual Subscription 

This is the time of year when we ask members to renew their subscriptions to the Trust and a 

renewal form is attached. We realise that renewing your subscription to the Esk Valley Trust 

may not be your highest priority under current circumstances – but if you do have a bit more 

time on your hands and want to keep supporting the Trust in its various endeavours we would 

appreciate your contribution. 

If you have difficulty in printing off the form attached to the emailed version of the Newsletter 

a handwritten note (including your name please) attached to your subscription and sent to the 

address below would be very welcome. Alternatively you can use the PayPal system to pay 

(see the attached form). 

 

 

 The Esk Valley Trust 

c/o ELGT 

109/11 Swanston Road 

Edinburgh 

EH10 7DS 

 

enquiries@eskvalleytrust.org 

www.eskvalleytrust.org 
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