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To all music lovers everywhere


Edinburgh is one of my favourite dreams. The Edinburgh Festival and the Tattoo in the castle. I always remember feeling very emotional about it, especially at the end where they put all the lights out and there’s just one guy playing the bagpipes, lit by a lone spotlight.

– John Lennon
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PREFACE

Edinburgh’s Greatest Hits is a compilation of intriguing tales, curious facts and landmark moments that shine a light on the city’s eclectic but often overlooked music history. The capital is acclaimed for its annual arts festivals yet music remains a lesser-known string to its cultural bow. It is not widely known, for example, that Edinburgh pioneered the live music scene in Scotland for a long period during the seventies, eighties and nineties before Glasgow developed its well-deserved reputation.

This book is a collaboration between Edinburgh Music Lovers and Edinburgh Music Tours – two organisations that promote the past, present and future of music in the Scottish capital – and we hope it provides a flavour of this beautiful, creative city.

At the time of writing in early 2022, the city’s music scene, like those in many others, has been severely affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. It is not known how things will look when the smoke clears, but we hope the stories in here serve as a reminder of great music moments from days gone by and look to Edinburgh’s bright future.

The stories have been selected for their entertainment or curiosity value. We make no claims to being comprehensive or unbiased. The key criterion for inclusion was that the stories were fun, noteworthy and highlighted Edinburgh’s music credentials. We hope you enjoy it and look forward to seeing you on one of our tours or at one of our gigs.
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Leith Theatre: a shining example of Edinburgh’s past and future.


FOREWORD

They say you always remember your first time. For me, that means Barclay James Harvest at the Usher Hall. I was sixteen and didn’t even own one of their albums. I think ‘Mockingbird’ was the only song of theirs I knew. But my mate Colin had gone over to Edinburgh from Cowdenbeath and come back with tickets. In my memory, the plan had been to go see another band – Argent maybe – but they were playing in Leith and we weren’t sure how to get there from Waverley Station, so Barclay James Harvest it was.

It was tough being a music fan who lived in the sticks. A few groups played Dunfermline, but not many. Concerts in the capital, meantime, usually involved a skipped encore so you could run back to the station in time for the last train. Eventually, as our confidence grew, we started renting buses, which meant I got to see the likes of Jethro Tull, Genesis and Rick Wakeman – usually in the Odeon or the Usher Hall. Other venues would have to wait until I arrived as a student in the city in October 1978. At the end of Freshers’ Week a band had been booked to play the refectory in Potterrow. That band were the Ramones. It was a far cry from Barclay James Harvest, and one for which I was not unthankful.

I soon got to know the scene in the likes of the Astoria, the Nite Club and Clouds and witnessed early and intimate (i.e. sweaty) performances by the likes of U2 and New Order. I remember Peter Hook playing some arcade game in the bar between sets, while the crowd of drinkers kept a respectful distance. At the Nite Club, Robert Fripp was able to move among the audience unmolested before his show. I think I was one of the few who recognised him.

Back at the University of Edinburgh refectory, the dining tables were cleared away so Pere Ubu could play (with The Human League in support), while another night saw John Peel bring his DJ set to the venue. I pressed a scribbled piece of paper into his hand asking him to wish me and my new band all the best on his Radio 1 show. He duly did, though the fact we didn’t yet have a name meant it did us little good in the recognition stakes.

Fast-forward a few years and I was witnessing The Residents at the Queen’s Hall and Tom Waits at the Playhouse (his favourite theatre in the UK apparently). And so it goes . . . Your memories will be different; your favourite nights will be different. But as you flick through this book you will find a selection of brilliant moments from Edinburgh’s musical heritage, stretching back to ‘the kilted Elvis’, the first British rock ’n’ roller to appear on American TV, and including memorable cameo appearances by Bob Dylan and David Bowie among others.

The venues, the artists, the record shops – all
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