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BOROUGHMUIR HIGH SCHOOL, VIEWFORTH, EDINBURGH 

Background to the development of the Building 

By the end of the 19th century, the demand for non-fee-paying secondary education had 
begun to increase throughout Scotland.  In Edinburgh, the School Board divided the City 
into North and South regions and provided a few classrooms for higher grade education.  
These were situated on the top floor of Bruntsfield Primary School, serving the South of 
the City, and within Broughton Primary School, serving the North.  As demand continued 
to grow in Edinburgh, plans were set afoot to provide two Higher Grade Schools and in 
1904, Boroughmuir (situated at Bruntsfield Links) and Broughton were established to 
serve the South and North sides of Edinburgh respectively.  The new Boroughmuir 
Higher Grade School was built to accommodate 1100 pupils, but included both primary 
and secondary children.  From its very beginnings, the new Boroughmuir was highly 
successful academically.  During a prize giving ceremony in 1911, a member of the 
Edinburgh School Board (ESB) announced that although a number of schools were doing 
well, among them, “one of the best was Boroughmuir Higher Grade School” (The 
Scotsman 23 December 1911). 

The Second Boroughmuir Higher Grade School, Viewforth 

However, it soon became clear to the ESB that Boroughmuir, partly as a victim of its 
own success, was proving quite inadequate to cope with the growing demand for non-
fee-paying secondary education and that a Higher Grade school dedicated to secondary 
aged pupils was required.  Thus, in 1910, the ESB purchased two properties in nearby 
Viewforth; Home Lodge (formerly an Orphanage for Girls) and Viewforth House, as well 
as the grounds attached to them, for the sum of £5500 in order to secure a site for a 
new and larger Boroughmuir.  In November 1910, a Report of the Committee on 
Building, Finance and Law recommended that a building in the “form of a hollow 
parallelogram, with a short suite of apartments in the centre, connecting the front and 
back wings” should be built to provide accommodation for 1230 pupils in 40 classrooms.  

By 1913, the new school was complete and had cost a total of £52,000 to erect.  Such 
costs were fiercely defended by the Rev. Thomas Porteous, convener of the Building 
Committee who argued that the building would be welcomed by “the citizens both as an 
additional architectural asset to the city and as a new and interesting feature in its 
educational life”. 

Indeed, the school was symbolic of a sea-change regarding the role state education 
should play in alleviating poverty and improving social mobility.  The ESB commitment to 
the expansion of free education meant that the new school was intended not only for the 
education of intermediate and secondary pupils but also for ‘junior students’ who elected 
to follow teaching as a profession.  Due to a shortage of teachers, especially men, the 
Scotch [sic] Education Department were committed to supply a competent number of 
teachers for primary schools. 

The school was opened formally by the Secretary of State for Scotland, Mr McKinnon 
Wood, on 19th January 1914 to an attendant crowd of 500, including a number of pupils.  
Interestingly, the ceremony was also marked by a surprise attack on the Secretary of 
State from a member of the Women’s Suffrage Movement, a movement which was at 
the height of its campaign for equal rights for women.  An elderly lady seized the 
opportunity and made her way to the front of the audience, producing a small bag of 
flour from her muff and, as she threw it on Mr McKinnon Wood, she asked “Why do you 
torture women” (Evening News 19th January 1914).    
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The commitment to free education was also reflected in the design of the building, which 
made a bold statement upon the landscape.  Boroughmuir is an imposing and very grand 
structure, designed by John Alexander Carfrae (1868-1947), a well-known and highly 
respected architect, who worked for the ESB.  Carfrae was involved in designing several 
Edinburgh schools, including the first Boroughmuir Higher Grade school on Bruntsfield 
Links.  Amongst his contemporaries he was regarded as one of the most brilliant 
architects of his generation and his design of the second Boroughmuir, was considered to 
be “the most brilliant of them all”. 

The Exterior of the Building 

The design itself was in keeping with a resurgence of post-Renaissance classical 
inspiration in Edinburgh, which can be witnessed in a number of institutions built in the 
early part of the 20th century.  Set back from the street, the height of the frontage falls 
around 30 feet such that the south end is 3 storeys high and the north end is 4 storeys.  
The central tower block occupies the main entrance, with columns on either side.  The 
oriel window and decorative pilasters above the doorway provide a magnificent entrance.  
There are also two wings on either side of the building which have been designed in a 
similar manner to the central tower.  The walls of the upper storeys feature arch 
windows framed in iconic pillars.  On the top of each column is a torch-lit flame.   
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A further entrance at the east end of the school is adorned with sculptured figures 
symbolic of educational achievement.   

	  

	  

	  

	  

 

Over the years various additions and alterations have been made to the building to 
accommodate changes in the number of pupils and the nature of education facilities.  Of 
significance, is the major building work undertaken in the 1980s to create an atrium as 
part of a plan to allow pupils to be housed in the one building.  Prior to this, S1-2 classes 
had to be accommodated in the original Boroughmuir building on Bruntsfield Links.  The 
reopening of the renovated Boroughmuir High School took place on Friday 30th 
November, 1990.  

Today, a number of outbuildings have been added to make room for the Home 
Economics kitchens, Religious, Moral and Philosopical Studies (RMPS), and the Craft and 
Design Workshop (CDT).  The Drama Department is also located outside the main 
building at St Oswald’s Church Hall. 
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The Interior of the Building 

The original building was formed around two extensive hollow squares in order to ensure 
ample lighting and ventilation.  Together with its long corridors and striking staircase, 
the interior is equally as grand as the exterior.   

 

Initially, the school provided a total of 40 classrooms, two gymnasiums (one for boys 
and the other for girls), 7 laboratories, a sewing room, commercial room, 2 geography 
rooms, a music room, a cookery room, a manual instruction room, staff rooms, and a 
luncheon room.  In addition, 5 other rooms were used in connection with continuation 
classes and a room had also been set aside for the purpose of a reference library for 
staff and senior pupils.   

At present, a cafeteria and 2 gym halls are situated in the Basement (Bottom Floor).  
This floor also houses the CDT Department, Media Studies and RMPS. The first floor 
consists of the History and Modern Studies rooms on the left, the Music Department on 
the right, with 2 IT suites at either end of the rear corridor and the Mathematics 
Department in-between.  The Management Team are also located on this floor.  The 
second floor is occupied by the Modern Languages Department on the left, the 
Geography Department and some English rooms on the right and also a further two IT 
suites/Business Studies rooms.  There is also an Atrium on this floor where assemblies 
are held.  The Third Floor is dedicated to the Art Department on the left, (with some 
science rooms) and the Science Department on the right.  The Top Floor houses the 
Learning Resources Centre and Computer Suite.   

War Memorial 

As with the exterior of the building, a number of internal changes have taken place.  In 
memory of those staff and pupils who lost their lives during the Great War, a War 
Memorial was erected in 1921 at the Main Entrance to the school.  This consists of a 
stately arch made of solid oak which was designed by a former art master of the school,  
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Mr George K. Mutch.  Inscribed on either side of the arch on bronze tablets are the 
names of those who had fallen.  A second memorial to 197 former pupils who lost their 
lives during World War II was added next to the original memorial and unveiled on 9th 
November 1948.   

 

By 1954, in recognition of the 50th anniversary of Boroughmuir a dedicated library was 
formed to provide pupils with reference books and the opportunity for specialised study. 

Academic Success 

Although many changes have taken place at Viewforth, it is clear that its academic 
success has remained constant.  In 1921, at a retiral ceremony in honour of the 
Headmaster, Mr Alexander Hutcheson (1906-1921), the Chairman of the Education 
Authority congratulated him in “making Boroughmuir one of the best secondary schools 
in the country”, (The Scotsman 12th December 1921).  Similarly, as Boroughmuir 
celebrates the Centenary of Viewforth, it has retained its academic reputation, achieving 
excellent exam results throughout the century of the building’s existence.  Furthermore, 
in recognition of outstanding performance at the end of 2012, Boroughmuir was awarded 
the accolade of  ‘The Sunday Times Scottish State Secondary School of the Year 2012’. 

Headmasters/Head Teachers 

A total of 9 Headmasters/Head Teachers have served Boroughmuir.  These were/are: 

John King, 1904-1906   Boroughmuir Higher Grade school, Brunstfield Links  
Alexander Hutcheson, 1906-1921 Bruntsfield (1906-1913) and Viewforth, (1913-1921) 
Donald Maclean, OBE, 1921-1943 
Thomas J. Cunnison, 1943-1946  
Robert L.S. Carswell, 1946-1967 
Lewis L. Romanis, 1967-1982 
T.W. Dalgleish, 1982-2000 
Jack Hamilton, 2000-2013 
David C. Dempster, 2013- 
 
The current Head Teacher, David Dempster, whose association with Boroughmuir goes 
back to 1989, was appointed on April 10th this year, a popular outcome, marking another 
celebration during the school’s Centenary at Viewforth. 
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Notable Alumni 

A number of former pupils have brought great honour to Boroughmuir.  These include a 
Moderator of the Church of Scotland, a Secretary of State for Scotland, an HM Inspector 
of Constabulary for Scotland, a Director of the Scottish National Museum, and an 
Edinburgh Director of Education. Although by no means an exhaustive list, other 
noteworthy attendees include: 

• Tom Palmer (rugby union), England national rugby union team player  
• Willie Duff, Hearts Footballer during 1950s 
• Scott Robinson, Footballer who currently plays for Heart of Midlothian FC  
• Sarah Smith, Journalist (Channel 4 News) 
• Annette Crosbie, Actress  
• Dale Carrick, Footballer who currently plays for Heart of Midlothian FC  
• Robin M Hochstrasser, a Benjamin Franklin Medal Award winning scientist for his 

work on molecular spectroscopy. 
• Lawrie Reilly, Footballer, Hibs Famous Five during the 1940s 
• Sir Alex Trotman, CEO Ford Motor Company 
• Neve Macintosh, Actress 
• Ian Murray, Scottish Footballer, Currently Manager of Dumbarton 
• Jordan Foster, Hibs Footballer  

Proposal for a New School Building 

As Boroughmuir celebrates its Centenary at Viewforth, it has become clear that the 
accommodation is, sadly, no longer viable to meet the needs of 21st century 
education.  Just as the ESB saw fit to build Viewforth, a new building for 
Boroughmuir High School was proposed to the City of Edinburgh Council in January 
and is due to open in August 2016.  The site of the new building is close by and 
forms part of the Canal-side Regeneration Programme.  In May, the architects 
appointed to undertake the design of the new school, Allan Murray Architects, 
Edinburgh, presented stage C of their design proposals (see below).   

 

 

Copyright 2013 Allan Murray Architects 
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As with the previous buildings, I am sure that Boroughmuir’s success and reputation 
will always precede it, ‘Justus et Tenax’.  By way of celebration on Doors Open Day, 
I would like to remind those former pupils and staff of the Boroughmuir Rallying 
Song: 

 

VASSALS OF THE ‘MUIR 

We are Vassals of the ‘Muir, Vassals of the ‘Muir, 

In silent vigil at her Shrine, we pledge fealty to the ‘Muir. 

“Justus! Serve the cause of Right”. 

“Tenax! Keep the scutcheon bright”. 

And we proudly bear the Banner, the liege Vassals of the ‘Muir 

Chorus- 

 The ‘Muir, The ‘Muir, Vassals of the ‘Muir, 

Rally to the Borestone O ye Vassals of the ‘Muir; 

To the gate that opens wide, 

To the lamp that burns inside, 

To the gate that opens wide, 

To the lamp that burns inside, 

To the Borestone, to the Borestone, 

All ye Vassals of the ‘Muir. 

And the Vassals of the ‘Muir, Vassals of the Muir, 

The sturdy saplings of her soil that do homage to the ‘Muir, 

North and South and East and West 

Seek anew the age old quest, 

And they pay their fee in Service, the liege Vassals of the ‘Muir. 

Chorus- 
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