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An Idea Took Root  

and Continues Today 
 
 

 

Did you know . . . . . . . the first religious services held in Lethbridge were led by missionaries  

                                       sent by the Presbyterian Church in Canada? 

 

Did you know . . . . . . the first Presbyterian services in Lethbridge were held in the river bottom 

                                     home of William Stafford, the Superintendent of the North-Western Coal 

                                     and Navigation Company, Ltd? The year was 1885. 

 

It was in 1883 that Sir Alexander Galt and 

Elliot Galt brought a group of miners from 

Nova Scotia, under the supervision of 

William Stafford, who was a mining 

engineer, to mine coal along the west bank of 

the Belly (now Oldman) River. The coal 

mining operation was responsible for the 

establishment of the community of 

Coalbanks, which was located in the river 

bottom and was part of the territory of the 

Blackfoot Confederacy. When William 

Stafford  and his wife, Jane, with their many 

children arrived in 1883, William build a 

house along the river, soon becoming a major 

social centre for the community and a 

gathering place for Presbyterians to worship. 

It was in November 1885, under the 

leadership of Rev. Dr. James Robertson, 

Superintendent of Home Missions for the 

Presbyterian Church, that the first 

Presbyterian Communion service was held in 

Coalbanks. Thus, began the Presbyterian 

witness in the southern part of the District of 

Alberta of the North-West Territories. 

 

The North-Western Coal and Navigation 

Company Ltd. recognized that churches were 

needed when building a new community. 

Therefore, between 1886 and 1888 the 

company offered free land to any church that 

would build in Town of Lethbridge. The first 

church to accept this offer was the 

Presbyterian Church in Canada. The lot 

provided to them was located on the northeast 

corner of 4th Avenue South and 6th Street 

South.  

 

It was understood that Home Mission 

Committee of the Presbyterian Church in 

Canada would send an ordained missionary 

to Lethbridge as soon as the church was 

finished. Many people worked hard to ensure 

the building was completed in a timely 

fashion. On February 15, 1886, the inaugural 

service was held in the newly completed 

church building, with a seating capacity of 

200 people. The first Presbyterian Church 

took root, which was called Knox. 

 

A call was extended to the Reverend Charles 

McKillop from the Home Mission 

Committee in the spring of 1886. He arrived 

in Lethbridge in July of that year, along with 

druggist and fellow Presbyterian J.D. 

Higginbotham, who started a Sunday School, 

an important part of Knox. Rev. McKillop's 

wife, Elizabeth, and their two children joined 

him 1887.  

 

Charles W. McKillop, who born in Campsie, 

Scotland, arrived in Canada at the age of six 

with his mother after the death of his father, 

and  settled in Admaston, in Renfrew County, 

Ontario. After studying law, Charles entered 

the ministry and was ordained with the 

Presbyterian Church in Canada. Rev. 
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McKillop ministered at Knox Presbyterian 

Church for the next 18 years and was very 

active within the growing community. He 

was school inspector of the Fort Macleod 

District, a charter member of the Independent 

Order of Odd Fellows at Lethbridge as well 

as the North Star Lodge #4 of Odd Fellows. 

Due to ill health, he retired from Knox in 

1904 and was succeeded by the Rev. Alex M. 

Gordon. Charles McKillop died in 

Lethbridge on August 20, 1907, at the age 59. 

 

Over the course of St. Andrew's history, there 

have been five Presbyterian Church buildings 

of the same congregation. The first two were 

called Knox; the later three were known as St. 

Andrew's, which includes the current church 

building.  

 

The challenges facing the early Presbyterian 

Church were social action and justice issues. 

As the early congregation grew and 

prospered, our forebearers in faith set a high 

standard for us to follow. St. Andrew's 

continues to shape its future through faith, 

serving the community of Lethbridge, the 

Province of Alberta and missions around the 

world. As a community of the people of God 

called by Christ and empowered by the Holy 

Spirit, our purpose is "to reach the hearts, 

minds, bodies and souls of individuals; thus, 

bringing the Kingdom of God upon ourselves 

and others." St. Andrew's does this through 

worship, nurture and outreach. It is with 

God's grace that  St. Andrew's has continued 

to  carry on its Christian  witnessing in  

Southern Alberta today through weekly 

Sunday worship service, Sunday School  and 

our involvement in the community-at-large. 

 

The current Church (the third St. Andrew’s) 

was constructed in two phases. The two-level 

Christian Education Wing (Phase 1) was 

begun in May 1957, which includes the 

offices, meeting rooms, washrooms, lounge 

and the gym where the Services were held 

until the Sanctuary (Phase 2) was built in 

1961. The Sanctuary was dedicated in 

December 3rd of that year. The four-level split 

building is a large, long narrow structure 

(totaling 13,292 square feet) on a ½-acre on 

the corner of 5th Avenue South  and 18th  

Street South in Victoria Park neighborhood, 

close to downtown.  

 

The Presbyterian Church in this geographic 

area was established long before Alberta 

became a Province (1905) and Lethbridge 

gained city status (1906). The photographs of 

past ministers of our congregation hang on 

the wall in St. Andrew’s across from 

minister’s study. 

 

The third Sunday of October is recognized as 

St. Andrew’s anniversary.  

 

 

 

By Karen L. S. Robbins,  Elder  

St. Andrew’s Presbyterian Church, Lethbridge 
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