
Evacuated but then united 

On Easter Tuesday, April 15, 1941, a German bombing raid on the Belfast 
docks caused much devastation to the surrounding area. 
 Not least amongst the terrible destruction of that night was the razing of 
the York Street meeting house. 
 After much prayer, thought and consultation, it was agreed that the 
congregations of York Street and Castleton should be united, to meet in the 
Castleton Building, the tower of which was also damaged during the war. 
 The united congregation was to be known as Alexandra and so the 
General Assembly agreed on the proposal of the Very Rev Dr Waddell, 
seconded by Mr TK Wilson…“That the congregation of Castleton and York 
Street are united as from the first day of January 1942…the united 
congregation shall be called Alexandra Presbyterian Church.” 
 In order to facilitate the amalgamation, the Rev AP Black retired from 
the parish ministry, although he worked tirelessly to assist in the work of 
those formative years. 
 Thus it was that on Thursday, January 1, 1942, the Rev FR Gibson was 
installed as the first minister of Alexandra Presbyterian Church and on the 
Friday evening a reception was held in the Upper Hall to welcome the Rev 
FR and Mrs Gibson. 
 The first service of the new congregation, on January 4, was conducted 
by the Rev AP Black who introduced the Rev Gibson to the people. 
 The sermon was preached by Rev FC Gibson, superintendent of the 
Irish Mission, and the father of the new minister. 
 The evening service was conducted by the minister with a full 
congregation. 
 At the first annual meeting, on February 17, 1943, it was 
reported…“That upwards of 650 families now claimed connection with our 
congregation, a credible figure in view of the unsettled nature of the district.” 
 Much of the York Road area had been devastated by the war and many 
people, especially children, were evacuated. 
 Thus the session, committee and Sunday School teachers agreed to 
visit the parish area within one year to record the number of children within 
their care. 
 On May 1, 1942, Mr Stanley McKeown became the first assistant 
minister and much tribute was paid to his work when he was ordained and 
installed at Kilkeel in 1946. 
 There was much celebration when on June 11, 1944; the church 
building was re-opened by the Rev Andrew Gibson, MC DD, the Moderator of 
the General Assembly. 
 This was after considerable restoration and repairs to the Meeting 
house and tower, damaged during the war, although the spire was replaced 
by four turrets. 



Revival after the ravages 

Towards the end of the 1940s, the church sanctuary, which had been 
damaged during the war, was further enhanced through the gift of the 
communion table by the Girls’ Auxiliary and offering plates were presented by 
the WMA. 
 Other significant events of that period include the Victory Mission of 
November 11-18, 1945, conducted by the Rev D Porter of Lurgan. 
 Miss A Martin and Miss M Hodkinson started the Children’s Church, a 
BB youth club was opened at 170 York Street, and an Old Boys’ Association 
was formed in 1946. 
 The singing of the junior and intermediate choirs, under the leadership 
of RL Brooks, was noted as one of the highlights of the church year. 
 On February 27, 1946, Mr John Kirkpatrick was appointed assistant 
minister and served well until 1950 when he was called to Balteagh. 
 Nor was the work confined to the local area.  Samuel McCutchen and 
his wife left Alexandra in 1946 when he was appointed secretary of the 
YMCA in Carrickfergus and Mr Alan Pickering was licensed for the ministry in 
1949 and ordained and installed in Boardmills and Killaney in February, 
1951. 
 This expanded vision was also evident when the Kirk Session agreed 
that all Sunday school offerings should be donated to various missions. 
 Towards the end of the decade the annual Christmas morning service 
was introduced for the first time and the upper hall was put to use by the 
Alexandra Primary School. 
 The new decade started with a new assistant minister, Mr Dennis 
McKillen, from Ballymena and an autumn mission led by the Rev EA Russell, 
from Donacloney. 
 A significant event in the life of the congregation was the dedication of 
the War Memorial Window on September 19, 1954 by the Right Rev John 
Knowles, the Moderator of the General Assembly and there was greater 
rejoicing when the following year, which had been adopted as a Year if 
Mission throughout the Presbyterian Church in Ireland, many new believes 
joined the fellowship. 
 There was great sadness when H K Collins, sometime Clerk of 
Session, Sunday School superintendent and choir master, died in 1951, and 
also in 1954 when the then Clerk of Sessions and sometime treasurer, W H 
Agnew, died. 
 In 1952, the new organ was dedicated to the memory of HK Collins by 
the Rev JHR Gibson MA DD, Clerk of Assembly, and the reading desk was 
presented by the junior and intermediate choirs. 
 The parish census of April 28, 1952 showed that 1, 022 claimed church 
membership, 21 City Mission, 1, 032 other churches, 188 denomination 
unknown and 170 none. 
 There was other mixed emotions of sadness, gratitude and indeed 
pride when, on September 20, 1954, the Rev FR Gibson resigned as minister 
of Alexandra to follow in his father’s footsteps as superintendent of the Irish 
Mission. 
 He was succeeded by the Rev JB Irvine from Union Road, Magherafelt 
and Lecumpher, who was installed on May 31, 1955. 
 The convenor of the vacancy was the Rev JC Breakey BA, the minister 



of Fortwilliam Park. 
 An early priority of the new ministry was an October mission which was 
led by the Rev GS McKeown (Ulsterville) and the Rev JB Irvine. 
 The Rev David Armstrong, of Ballymena, also conducted a special 
children’s mission. 
 This work was blessed when 15 adults and 49 young people were led 
to the Master.  Perhaps no small part of this was the introduction of the 
Elders’ Prayer Morning prior to the morning service. 
 The first manse was purchased at 62 Salisbury Avenue, and a Cradle 
Roll formed as a means of encouraging those whose children were baptised 
in the congregation to bring their children to Sunday School. 
 

A time for new beginnings 
 
The 1960s started with a new assistant minister and the ordination of the Rev 
J Carson BA BD.  Other joys of the time included reopening of the sanctuary 
in 1961 after redecoration and reopening of the church halls after major 
renovation by the Rev A Martin BA BD, Moderator Designate on May 7, 
1966. 
 During the time closer links were formed with other churches as they 
made their facilities available to the congregation, especially Jennymount 
Methodist and the Belfast City Mission. 
 The Grove School also made the buildings available for use by the 
organisations. 
 There was much sadness when the Rev AP Black died on October 22, 
1964, and also sadness of a different kind when the Rev JB Irvine left in 1963 
for Hillsborough. 
 The convenor of the vacancy was the Rev FR Gibson, a former 
minister, who assisted the congregation to call the Rev WA Smyth BA BD 
from Raffrey in September of that year. 
 It was, therefore, of some interest when Raffrey in turn called the Rev J 
Carson to be their minister a few months later. 
 In the organisations, ER Doggart retired as captain of the Boys’ 
Brigade, and Mrs Buckley as secretary of the PWA, both of note in the 
service they had rendered, as was Miss A McBurnie who had served as IBRA 
secretary for 24 years, since then her successor Miss E Smyth has continued 
this valuable work. 
 W Lewis was appointed captain of the BB company in 1967, another 
position faithfully served to this day and Miss J French was given 
responsibility as secretary of the Scripture Union reading notes, another 
service faithfully continued. 
 Organisations started included the Holiday Bible Club, the Men’s 
Bowling Club, the Robins, and the crèche to enable mothers of young 
children to join in the morning service. 
 This was a period of growth both numerically, and spiritually, and the 
missions of this decade include the Drawbridge Young Peoples’ Campaign, 
the mission of 1967 with John Metcalfe, and others. 
 No record of this period would be complete without reference to the 
sudden death of W Hale in 1968, an Elder whose Godliness was unmatched. 
 The 1970s also started with sadness when the Rev Dr FR Gibson died 
suddenly during his Moderatorial year and there was a deep shared sadness 



 

throughout the congregation and beyond when Margaret Smyth, the 
youngest child of the Rev WM and Mrs Smyth, was killed in a road traffic 
accident in 1974. 
 In 1975 HK Collins, the Clerk of Session, was called to higher service 
and was followed by the treasurer, JO Johnston, the next year. 
 The Troubles also directly affected the congregation for the first time in 
1976 when the Meeting House was damaged in a bomb explosion. 
 The following year D Irvine, an Elder, was killed while serving as a 
prison officer. 
 It was also time for new beginnings; the Young Women’s Group was 
formed in 1971 and their concerts have been long remembered. 
 A Nursery Sunday School was also started and the Teens and 
Twenties replaced the Sunday evening Youth Fellowship. 
 The WMA was changed to become the PWA in 1971 and, when the 
Girls’ Auxiliary was closed as an organisation, its missionary work continued 
through the Alexandra Missionary Fellowship.  
 The Girl Guides expanded their activities to younger girls with the 
formation of the Bunnies under Mrs W Barr and with the Rangers under Miss 
J Browne for older girls. 
 

 
Article appeared in the Community Telegraph written by Graham Luney over 
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