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Andy Mc Ewan and Dorothy Wilson on behalf of Stirling Local
History Society.

Symbolisms and mottos are used on many of John Allan’s
buildings but only starting from 1895 when he was 48 years
old. There could be several reasons for this. His first written work
appears in 1883, with the bulk of it being published from 1895
onwards.

John Allan was deeply interested in both social and housing
reform, seeing them going hand in hand. Having seen the effects
of chronic slum housing in the “Top of the Town” area in Stirling
and the extreme conditions in both Glasgow and Dundee he
identified the need for the improvement of housing conditions
and sanitation. With high density housing and mass overcrowding
the inhabitants had poor or no facilities, with widespread illnesses
related to these conditions.

John Allan was from Carnock just outside Dunfermline and
spent most of his life in Stirling. From his writings he was clearly
fascinated by the relationship between the two towns and very
proud of Dunfermline. The Royal Castle at Stirling and Royal
Palace at Dunfermline are linked by King Robert the Bruce,
victorious at Stirling and buried at Dunfermline. Dunfermline
Abbey had exercised control over the great burgh church of
Stirling, the Church of the Holy Rude, where Allan was a member.

As early as 1873 John had
entered and was successful in
competitions for the design of
workers housing, incorporating
modern reforms. It was his near
neighbour in Dumbarton Road,
Dr Drew, who influenced him
in using these reforms in his
design for the tenement block
at Bridgehaugh. They were also
implemented at Quakerfield,
Spittalmyre and Mona Place.
Dr Drew was noted as a prime
mover in Scotland in this
area of housing and social
improvement.

When the
construction of
the current Church
of the Holy Rude
began in the 1450s
Dunfermline Abbey
made a financial
contribution.
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John was a very well educated man
with many interests, which included
poetry, the classics, architecture in all its
forms and ages; mythology, symbolism,
art, drama, archaeology, local and
world history, politics, health and social reform, religion and
free masonry. All of these influenced his architecture but most
assuredly it is his use of mottos and
symbolism that we associate with his
architecture.
Many of John Allan’s mottos and
symbolism still hold their secrets, but
it has now proved possible to decipher
several of his symbols, especially when
used as his signature on some of his
buildings. Depicted on the Wolf Craig building is The Castle Rock,
Stirling Bridge straddled by two keys representing Lowland and
Highland Scotland with S on one key and C on the other referring
to Stirling Castle.
His Albany Place tablet is probably his
most widely known example of the
use of both symbolism and motto. It
contains a magic square which was
anciently regarded as a Talisman
against the devil, the shapes and their
number of sides representing numbers
which when added up in any direction
come to the same total. The motto
“what e’er thou art/act well thy part”
has become an anthem for the Mormon
Church. David Oman McKay who was to become Prophet
President of the Mormon Church, saw this motto on Albany
Crescent one day when in a dispirited mood. It is said to have
inspired and transformed him. When the building was demolished
in 1965 the Mormon Church bought the tablet and shipped it to
Salt Lake City. (see mauu_richardson@byu.edu).

John had read numerous
research papers on sanitation
and building advancements
and was up to date on
the many reforms that
were recommended for
implementation in the late
Victorian and Edwardian period. Their use would prevent fires,
eradicate dampness to housing and the many diseases associated
with bad hygiene and foul and contaminated water. These reforms
are still in use in the general building practices of today.
As an architect John Allan saw his role as reformer being realised by
the improved design of affordable housing with proper sanitation,
ventilation and an adequate number of rooms per household.
He also wrote about housing reform, writing the books, Housing of
the poor and a Practical Guide on “Healthy Houses” and Sanitary
Reform. In these books he explores many building innovations and
practises.

It was a
Dunfermline man
Andrew Carnegie
who gifted to
Stirling the public
library. Around the
time Allan came to
Stirling the National
Wallace Monument
was completed.
In 1885 the first
bust in the Hall
of Heroes, that of
Robert Burns, was
donated by Andrew
Carnegie.

LIST OF BOOKS AND PAPERS ETC
WRITTEN BY JOHN ALLAN
c1883 A Practical Guide on “Healthy Houses” and
Sanitary Reform.
1887 Art Ancient and Modern; Stirling Natural History and
Archaeological Society Vol 9.
1889 Archery; Stirling Natural History and Archaeological
Society Vol 11.
1895 Tour in Switzerland by a citizen of Stirling.
1895 Carnock Ancient and Modern and Village Life.
1896 Circular Tour Through Ireland and Wales, Via Larne and
Holyhead by a resident of the Rock.
1898 Tour up the Rhine.
1899 Cracks Wi Flutorm anent the Kingdom of Fife.
1902 The Days of the Monasteries and Latter Days of Stirling,
being the conversations with Dick, Tom and Harry.
1904 The Borestone of the Field of Bannockburn (and the
advisability of their annexation by the Burgh of Stirling);
Stirling Natural History and Archaeological Society Vol 26.
1906 Balinard or Poetical Sketches, by an old pupil of his
Schoolmaster.
1907 Carnock and its Thorn Tree Cross, suggested restoration
by John Allan.
1907 “Keep Tae The Right”. A poem suggested by a walk
through the Carnegie Park, Dunfermline.
1909 The Borestone of Bannockburn and its Symbol
1913 The Historic Development of Architecture Ancient and
Modern and some of its incidental customs; Stirling
Natural History and Archaeological Society Vol 36.
1913 Hymn of Peace.

As John Allan wrote:Dunfermline industrial - Stirling residential

1915 Cambuskenneth Abbey and Monastery, with its buildings
shown as reconstructed.

Dunfermline free trade - Stirling protection

1918 Straws From Many Sheets; poem for Special Red
Cross Week.

Dunfermline delights in peace - Stirling delights in war

1920 Stirling Field Club Visit to Dunfermline 17th June 1920.
DATE
NOT
KNOWN

Workmen’s Dwellings, in reference to Housing and Town
Planning Acts and how to capitalise rents in the erection
of dwellings.

JOHN ALLAN•ARCHITECT
A Man of Original Ideas
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JOHN ALLAN PROPERTIES
1 Abbey Craig Park, Causewayhead
2 Bridgehaugh
3 The Beheading Stone, Gowan Hill
4 Albany Crescent
© Stirling Council Archives (source unknown)

5 Spittalmyre, Wallace Street
6 North Church, Murray Place

10

© Stirling Council Archives

16

7 Bush Tavern, Port Street
8 Friars Gate, Friars Street

28

9 Spittal Street
10 55 Baker St, The Stirling Arms
11 28 Albert Place - 1 Clarendon Place
12 30 Albert Place
13 32 Albert Place, Cliff Bank, the house of
John Allan and 34 Albert Place

21

14 42 Albert Place
15 Royal Gardens
16 2-4 Balmoral Place
17 42 Port Street, Wolf Craig Building
18 2 Park Avenue, Ashgrove.

8

19 7 Glebe Crescent, Scottish Youth
Hostelling Headquarters.

29

20 Park Avenue
21 Park Avenue - Clarendon Place corner
22 Park Avenue - Victoria Place corner
23 Batterflatts
24 Mona Place, 25 Newhouse
Sauchie, Reproduced by permission of the
25 Little
National Library of Scotland

23

26 Quakerfield, Bannockburn

6

© Campbell Collection

27 56 Main Street, Doune
28 Dugald Buchanan Memorial, Strathyre
© National Library of Scotland

17

29 Carnock Parish Church Hall
All remaining images

© Robin Mair

Background Plans

© Stirling Council Archives
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John Allan’s lifetime legacy to
Stirling and Scotland is his rich
assortment of architecture. He
has created some of Stirling’s
most unusual and striking
buildings, with his crowning
glory being the superb brick
and steel Wolf Craig building
at the corner of Port Street and
Dumbarton Road.

John was born on the 21st April
1847 in Gowkhall, part of the
Parish of Carnock in Fife.

When John first arrived in Stirling he advertised in the local press
as John Allan, Architect and Surveyor, Seaforth, Shore Road,
Stirling. In 1871 he is recorded as the Architect for the extension
of Alva Town Hall (Alloa Advertiser, 3rd June 1871). In 1873 he is
advertising for tenders for tenements in Alloa and that year was
awarded 1st premium by the Royal Northern Agricultural Society
for his design plans for agricultural labourers cottages. When
Royal Gardens, Stirling were feud in 1877 by John Wood Blakey a
local solicitor he turned to John Allan for his plans.

Among the things that make John Allan’s architecture stand out
is his pioneering use of brick as the outer finish on many of his
buildings. This began
in 1890 with 55 Baker
Street. Prior to the
opening of Murray Place
in 1842, Baker Street
was the main route
through Stirling and
was intensely developed
on both sides with
traditional stone built
tenement buildings
in the midst of which
John Allan built an Old
English style building,
the effect must have
been considerable!

But John Allan was not just a visionary in the appearance of his
buildings he was also a social reformer, with a keen desire to
see an improvement in all building design and construction. In
1873 he won an award for his design of agricultural cottages. He
later designed and oversaw the construction of a group of farm
workers cottages at Little Sauchie in Stirlingshire in 1879.

John Allan designed an outstanding variety of buildings, rural
cottages, suburban villas and mansions, commercial buildings and
tenements. This was
the work of ‘a man of
original ideas’ as his
obituary in the Stirling
Sentinal, puts it. He also
refurbished churches
including the one in
his native village of
Carnock and the North
Church in Stirling. The
original North Church
was in Murray Place
and was built in 1842.
This church relocated
to a new building in
Braehead in 1971 and
the original church was
demolished.

His use of mottos and symbolism
on his buildings are his trademark. In some cases it is his
signature. Stirling citizens have pondered over their meanings
for many years, several have now been decoded. Their use
contributes to him
variously being described
as, a maverick, a rogue
architect and idiosyncratic.
On looking at some of his
work this is an acceptable
judgement of the man
as an architect, but
probably more fitting and
appropriate is the description provided in his obituary notice
in the Stirling Sentinel, 21st February 1922, as being “A man
of original ideas”. This phrase is especially resonant when we
look at the innovations that John Allan used in the design and
construction of many of his buildings and at the improving
standards he implemented in his artisan housing.
John Allan was born in 1847 in
Carnock, a village in Fife just west of
Dunfermline. Throughout his life he
remained a “Fifer” and kept strong ties
with his birthplace and Dunfermline
where he received a well grounded
education. He came to Stirling with
his sister Margaret about 1870, and
remained living in Stirling until his death in 1922.
This leaflet and accompanying booklet are designed to give the
reader a better understanding of John Allan, exploring his life
and his work.
Front Cover Image, 29-31 Friar Street, © Stirling Council Archives

His father, William Allan, a
joiner to trade, was born
in Strathmiglo, his mother
Margaret Christie in Carnock,
they married on the 10th July
1846. John’s birth was followed a year later by brother Robert and
in 1851 by sister Margaret.
They lived in Gowkhall where his father had his joinery business.
Robert went on to follow his father’s trade and was living and
working in Anderston, Glasgow in 1871, according to census
records. Robert later lived in Edinburgh where he traded as a
cabinet maker.
John’s secondary education was at The Free Abbey Academy in
Dunfermline where he was taught by the rector and schoolmaster
William Johnstone. It was probably him that instilled John’s love
of poetry and the classics which went on to have a great impact
on his architecture. It was also likely that he became aware of
symbolism around this time. See John Allan’s book Ballinard, 1906.
After his scholastic education John then went
on to train as an architectural pupil with Robert
Hay of Dunfermline. (see SLHAAS, vol.36, p46).
We know from local press adverts that John
came to Stirling around 1870 to practice as an
architect and land surveyor, starting in
Shore Road, Riverside, moving to offices in
Murray Place and then Port Street.
John lived at Spittal Square when he first came
to Stirling. In 1878 he built his house Cliff Bank at 32 Dumbarton
Road, here he stayed until his death. John never married as far as
we know but we do know that his sister Margaret stayed with him
at Cliff Bank.
John died from heart failure
on 20th February 1922, he
was 75. He was buried in the
Old Kirkyard, Carnock. Sadly,
Margaret was to die only nine
days later.

Others were to follow
including in 1897,
perhaps his most famous
building - Wolf Craig on
the corner of Dumbarton Road and Port Street.
John Allan’s final building in the Kings Park area of Stirling was
at the junction of Park Avenue and Clarendon Place, due to the
inclusion of dormers this was regarded at the time as highly
controversial as it breached the strict feu conditions. It is the first
surviving example of John Allan identifying the building as his, the
panel facing Park Avenue reads ‘J A 1895’.

This was built as a grocers emporium for Robertson and
MacFarlane. This is surely John Allan at his best. It is not only the
radical design that stands out. The Wolf Craig building reputedly
had a steel-frame.
According to John
Allan’s architectural
design plans, steel
beams and girders were
used in the construction
process. This represents
an early example of the
use of steel in building
construction methods
in Scotland. The Wolf
Craig design was also
innovative in having its
own electricity generator.

He believed that housing should be built to the best standards
with proper sanitation, good lighting and ventilation along with
proper protection from dampness. In 1897 he designed and built
the houses at Albany Crescent in Stirling. These used cavity brick
construction and each had its own internal bathroom.

Sadly Albany Crescent is one of John Allan’s buildings that have
been lost, it was demolished in 1965.
He also designed tenement buildings incorporating the same ideas
with good space and light, contrasting with the poor standards
and sanitation to be found elsewhere, including in the historic
heart of Stirling. Among the buildings he designed is Spittalmyre
in Wallace Street, this was built for Thomas Ferguson.

The work of John Allan
includes the plinth and
cover for the Beheading Stone at Stirling which states “Protected
by the public at the instance of the Stirling Natural History and
Archaeological
Society” of which
John Allan was a
member.
In 1883 John
Allan designed
the monument to
the poet Dugald
Buchanan in
Strathyre where
Buchanan was born.
John Allan,
radical, original,
versatile

