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Alexandria is the heart of the Vale and retains its village ambience even though it has long since 
merged in with several others. That ambience is continually and gradually being challenged as the 
Main Street is clogged with traffic and the viability of the commercial components fluctuate. Those 
challenges and potentials are recognised by West Dunbartonshire Council which initiated a 
comprehensive project to rejuvenate and stimulate it. 

As urban areas develop earlier intentions of planners and civic authorities may lose their impact. Or 
they may see old initiatives rekindled with new life.

The mainly commercial core of Alexandria town centre is essentially between two strong nodal 
points. One is the Smollett Fountain. The other is St Andrew's Church spire. Now here we 
ironically find the former being emphasised as Fountain Square and about to be restored – while the
spire of St Andrews is losing its once very important civic stature. If you look southwards along 
Main Road from the shops you will see that it stands proudly at the bend in the road. A subtle but 
effective planning ploy; its location within the townscape very intentional. But its social status has 
all but evaporated with no congregation for years. It has been through a long uncertain period where
it did see alternative usage for a while only to find that that too disappeared. 

Inevitably vandalism was added to severe weather damage and rampant vegetation. The 
surrounding churchyard saw some basic maintenance, but many gravestones need attention. The 
important listed Smollett Mausoleum against the rear wall has large trees growing out of it. 

The council's Alexandria Town Centre Project took cognizance of St Andrews in its study area and 
for the potential rejuvenation of the area. Ironically, what had been the spiritual and social core of 
Alexandria, let alone its role as a key urban node, have left it aloof, almost forgotten, while the rest 
of the area sees new opportunities.

So whose responsibility is it? That is uncertain as ownership has changed. There are obligations 
from owners of listed buildings, particularly those of high status. This one is “B” which signifies 
that it has either regional or outside local importance. They are major examples of a particular 
period, a style, or type of building, and may have been altered. 

St Andrews was built in 1840 with a traditional Gothic hall layout. The front facade is dignified and
when seen through those tall black railings with pink blossoms cascading down can be quite a sight.

To add to the distress of weather damage and vandalism, there was a fire on the premises. Then on 
the evening of 23rd April that was followed by another, much more severe one. Large plumes of 
smoke blew across the Vale as flames rose from the core of the building. Yet while the roof and 
other timber construction was destroyed, the main structure of walls, tower and spire survived. 
Their stability though still needs to be assessed.

So what now? 



Keeping in mind the current Alexandria Project considerations and the changes of ownership, is this
a new opportunity? In some of the ideas muted so far, the church and church yard would be a 
community facility; a pleasant park-like space within to relax with the church itself becoming an 
arts and crafts centre or leased hall, perhaps even a performing space. The long delays in solutions 
though has seen reducing sustainability and has in turn led to our current crisis – a burnt out 
building with largely unmaintained tombstones and mausoleum. 

What follows, it must be noted from the outset, depends on funding and also a vision of a future. 
Creating a sustainable place and facility that is essentially neutral in terms of generating very 
limited funding needs a leap of faith. But it may well be the answer to the future of St Andrews. 

The first consideration is to see if the building can be restored. Perhaps the main part can be 
completely rebuilt, retaining the tower and spire while providing new more suitable facilities behind
it. But here is another option.

If the tower with its spire were retained, but all the remainder of the church building was totally 
removed leaving the footprint as an attractive paved raised space, that could limit further 
maintenance and create a more public usable space right in the middle of Alexandria. And that 
could be a defining factor in the layout and form of all the other proposed works around it – which 
are predominately commercial premises, although surrounded by residential areas. 

Imagine that raised paved space amongst the mature trees defined by the tower and spire, but 
otherwise open. Imagine this as a venue for regular farmers produce and craft stalls – right adjacent 
to the main shopping areas, yet out of the way of traffic. A place where stall owners can erect 
temporary shelters and attract bargain hunters into a pleasant environment. A place where eats and 
teas can be served to those seeking to rest on seating within the grounds. Income from lease of such 
trading would be minute, but at least something. In winter the grounds could be lit by fairy lights 
and then secured after hours. (Earlier suggestions have included the occasional blocking off of some
parking bays in the Overtoun Street south car park for similar purposes. This would largely avoid 
this). 

Music brings people together. Imagine if the tower with its spire was restored, but the main 
footprint of the church taken down to floor level and paved. The old entrance door below the tower 
with its rooms on each side would make an sufficient space for basic amenities such as changing 
and toilets for performers. And in turn a great backdrop to a small performing space for singers, 
choirs, bands, pipers, plays etc.



There are other options too : A memorial to Covid-19 victims for instance. This has already been 
mooted for West Dunbartonshire and various sites suggested. How about here?

Whatever happens, the situation must not repeat what has happened at Milburn Church. And it must
retain something of the church even if this means a severe compromise. 

This solution may not be without its challenges but it does offer to retain a listed building that is key
to the urban landscape in a way that can related to existing and new commercial premises and to the
community. 
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