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A Brief History of Holburn West Church 
 
• 1837 Parish Church established 

• 1843 became Free Holburn church 

• 1893 foundation stone laid for present church building  

• 1901 became Holburn United Free Church 

• 1929 became Holburn West Church 

• 1963 large hall added  

• 2004 sanctuary refurbished 
 
The pre-history of Holburn Parish was part of the story of Gilcomston Chapel 
(Denburn Church, now closed), some of whose members were dissatisfied 
with their minister, and built a new place of worship at Holburn Junction in 
1836.  The Presbytery of Aberdeen gave this congregation the status of a 
Parish Church in November 1837, after which a new Kirk Session was 
formed. 
 
The development of church life, however, was soon interrupted by the crisis in 
the national church, the Disruption, which led to over a third of the Church of 
Scotland members leaving to form the Free Church of Scotland.   The 
Minister, the Rev. William Mitchell and almost all his congregation made their 
stance and became part of the Free Church.   On 14 June 1843, Free Holburn 
Church was established by the new Free Church Presbytery of Aberdeen.  
The congregation worshipped in several places until 1844 when a fine granite 
building was completed at the corner of Justice Mill Lane and Bon-Accord 
Terrace. 
 
From 1890, the Church Extension Committee of the Free Church Presbytery 
had been considering the excess of church provision in the city centre and the 
lack of it in the burgeoning suburbs.  Eventually the decision was taken to 
approach the congregation of Holburn Church, inviting it to move to a new site 
west of the inner city.  The congregation responded positively.   In February 
1892, the Kirk Session recorded:  “its full approval of the site for the new 
church, Great Western Road, obtained from Mr Cook of Ashley House.” 
 
 

The foundation stone was laid on 16 June 1893 
and the building was completed and opened for 
worship in October 1894.  The project was 
undertaken by a congregation of only 345 
members and cost approximately £6,000. 
 
In 1901 came the union with the United 
Presbyterian Church and the title of the church 
changed to Holburn United Free Church.  The 
present name, Holburn West, dates from 1929 
when the United Free Churches merged with the 
Church of Scotland.  In November 1949, the 
congregation decided to adopt the Model 
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Constitution of the Church of Scotland, which meant that the Deacons Court 
was replaced and the material affairs of the church entrusted to a 
Congregational Board to which women members could be freely elected.  In 
1950, a Board was elected which included thirteen women members.  In 1968 
the first three women elders were elected to the Kirk Session. 
 
On the Ordnance Survey Map of 1867 the present parish area was shown as 
almost entirely rural but by 1925 the residential development had effected a 
complete transformation and all the modern parish of Holburn West was in 
existence.  By 1925 the membership had risen to just over 400 and by 1942 to 
1,689.  In recent years it has fallen to just over 500. 
 
In the early 1940s the addition of a new larger hall was considered but the 
project did not come to fruition until August 1963 when it was dedicated by the 
minister, the Rev. Archibald Grant.   The total cost had been £18,845.  During 
the 1950s a new heating system was installed and a major refurbishment of 
the Sanctuary took place.   
 
In the Minute Book of the Deacon’s Court of 1905, at the time of a 
redecoration of the sanctuary, there is mention of “frescoes on the rear and 
pulpit walls”.  These are still in place: the Dove of the Holy Spirit and the 
Burning Bush on the rear wall and a depiction of Jesus washing the disciples’ 
feet and Jesus and the children on the “pulpit” (front) wall.    The beautiful 
memorial window was unveiled and dedicated in 1924, the central light 
representing the Crucifixion, the left light the Adoration of the Magi, and the 
right light Christ preaching from the boat.    The Communion table and chairs 
were dedicated in 1925 and the font in 1932. 
 
The most recent change in the buildings has 
been the refurbishment of the Sanctuary, first 
discussed in the early 1990s, and finally 
started in October 2003.  This entailed the 
removal of the pews and the pulpit, the 
levelling of the floor to pavement level (for 
easy disabled access through the front door), 
installing underfloor heating, and providing 
carpeting and chairs.  The work was 
completed on time and the refurbished 
Sanctuary in use by Easter 2004.  The cost 
was just over £200,000.   The refurbishment 
provides a flexible space for different types of 
services and also for a variety of organisations.   
It also provides a welcoming area in the front 
vestibule.  As a focal point for the refurbished 
Sanctuary, a Wall Hanging showing images of 
Aberdeen was crafted by a group of volunteers 
at the church.    The Hanging was dedicated in 
January 2008.  
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At the very beginning - until 1856 - praise was led by a precentor, but for the 
last 150 years praise has been ably led by the choir and the 
organist/choirmaster.   The pipe-organ, installed in 1922, was restored in 
1974.  Holburn West enjoyed a high reputation in musical circles in Aberdeen 
and this tradition continues today. 
 
The early part of the 20th century saw the development of several uniformed 
organisations for children and young people and the Sunday School 
continued to provide Christian education for children.   
 
On 7 October 1916, Help One Another was founded.  This was initially an 
organisation of women offering support to those whose men-folk were in the 
forces, and, by way of useful gifts, to the men also.  The Woman’s Guild came 
to Holburn West a little later, and our branch was started on 13 January 1930.   
 
In 1984, the Kirk Session responded to a request from the Presbytery of 
Aberdeen and provided a base within the church premises for the Instant 
Neighbour Scheme, which employed young people who were out of work in 
providing practical care for the elderly and disabled.  Although the Scheme is 
now an independent charity, the church has continued to support it. 
 

 

The Jubilee Community was 
formed in 1995 with the full backing 
of the Kirk Session to provide an 
alternative and contemporary style 
of worship.  It was so successful 
that, as the community grew both 

numerically in communal and individual commitment, Presbytery agreed to 
the ordination of an associate minister of Holburn West with special 
responsibility for Jubilee.  The Rev. Elizabeth Ross, as Associate Minister, 
was instrumental in developing the Jubilee Community.  When she left in 
1999, however, the associate minister post ceased.  Jubilee’s main strength is 
that it attracts people from all walks of life who have little or no church 
connection, each person bringing their own particular skills, needs and 
problems.  Participation of all who attend is encouraged and many have 
discovered previously unknown talents.  There is the opportunity to explore, 
experiment and be imaginative in worship.  While Jubilee provides a friendly, 
encompassing community within the church, it also has a strong commitment 
to issues of peace and justice.  It is therefore a very vital part of the outreach 
of Holburn West.  On Sunday evening, Jubilee begins with a family meal, 
provided by members, and this is followed by a service of worship. 
 
The Congregation has had a long association with 
overseas work and missionary partners, the most recent 
partners being the Rev. Clarence and Mrs Joan Musgrave 
who retired from St. Andrew’s in Jerusalem in July 2006.    
In 2004 a link was established between the Presbyteries 
of Aberdeen and Blantyre in Malawi.  Holburn West’s 
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partner church is St Columba Church Blantyre and there is an on-going 
contact and exchange of visits between the two congregations.  
 
In the Church vestibule area there is a board listing the past ministers of 
Holburn West and their dates of service.  The most recent was the Rev. 
Michael Mair, minister from 1980 to 1998, when he moved to Dundee.  
Michael contributed to the life and ministry of Holburn West in many ways; 
among them, composing hymns of praise and featuring on radio and 
television.   
 
Our present minister, the Rev. Duncan Eddie, came to Holburn West from Old 
Cumnock: Crichton West linked with St Ninian’s in Ayrshire, and was inducted 
in October 1999.  A major project during his ministry to date has been the 
refurbishment of the Sanctuary. 
 

 
 
 
(The historical detail has been gleaned from the Centenary Brochure 1893-1993:   
Holburn West Church; THE FIRST 100 YEARS by Rev. M. Mair) 
 


