
[This is a  transcript of an autobiographical account of the life of John Redhead 
(1852-1926), a maternal forebear of the Cram brothers, John, Leslie and David] 

John Redhead 

I was born at Easington Lane, Near Sunderland, (then in the Sunderland, but now 
in the Hetton Circuit), on 26th  November, 1852.  

My parents were poor, (Mother died when I was 11 months old); (Father was 
paralysed when I was 5 or 6 years old which incapacitated him for life). After 13 years, a 
second stroke carried him off.) 

My education was such as was given in the British Schools of that time. I always 
took a great interest in my School, and was always well in the front of my class and 
received a good deal of commendation as a promising lad. 

I was brought up by my Aunt (Mother’s Sister) and Uncle who had no children of 
their own, and always took a real parental interest in me.  

The Sunday School Authorities at Easington Lane required Parents or Guardians 
to take their children and formally enter them as Scholars, and I distinctly remember 
being so enrolled when 4 years of age, and from then till now my connection with 
Primitive Methodist Sunday Schools has never been broken. 

My Uncle was a Collier (as was my father). The system of agreeing (“Binding” 
was the local name) for 12 months was in vogue at that time, and at the age of 10 years I 
was “Bound” as a Collier, and commenced work at Thornley (in the Durham Circuit) 
whither we removed that year. 

From a child I always had a desire to be a Christian, and when 7 or 8 years of age 
I literally stole away to Jesus. It was a New Year’s morning. A Prayer Meeting was being 
held in the Chapel. The Chapel had Central Door opening into Lobby, and two Aisles, 
right and left, with Singers’ Pew round the Pulpit.  The Singers’ Pew was always used as 
a Penitent Form. I crept up the Aisle so that no one should see me till I got to the Penitent 
Form. It seems simple to me now, but God understood it all. I was accepted of Him, and 
for some time served the Lord in childlike simplicity. There, however, was not the interest 
taken in children then as there is now, and after a time I fell back again, till in my 15th 
year, during the ministry of the late Rev. H. Pratt, on the Thornley Circuit, I again gave 
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myself to the Lord. The scene lives before me. Some 27 men, women, and children, knelt 
at the Penitent Form seeking the Lord, and that night I rejoiced in God as my salvation. 

In due time I became a Teacher in the Sunday School, and afterwards became the 
Secretary. Two Sessions at School, two Preaching Services, and one Prayer Meeting, was 
my ordinary and regular Sunday routine except on very rare occasions when sickness or 
work prevented. I only remember one Sunday evening spent in visiting some Cousins and 
that always appears in my memory as a Black Sunday. 

I can claim to have found my delight in the House of the Lord, the Sunday 
School, The Choir, Missioning the streets, Tract distribution, Class and Prayer Meetings, 
Week-night Preachings, Tea Meetings, Bazaars, Camp-Meetings and Lovefeasts seemed 
to be my very life. I was “closely bound” and never had drawings to the world and sin. 

In 1871 came a great event in my life, viz:, the building of a New Chapel and 
Schools. I had become wealthy, for out of my pocket-money I had saved 9/-, and after a 
little parley the whole of it went into the Collection Plate. 

When about 17 years of age I was put on the Plan as a Local Preacher, a position I 
highly prized. I never missed and never exchanged a single appointment.  Not once only, 
but many a time, I got home from appointments after tramping miles at 10 o’clock or 
10-30, and had to be in the Pit by 12-30 or 1. a.m. My Aunt would sit up, and after I had 
had an hour or an hour and a half in bed, would rouse me.  I have dressed asleep, put my 
work shirt on top of my night shirt and then wondered how it was I could’nt get the under 
one off. Have put both stockings on one leg and wondered why I had only one stocking, 
and practically walked to the Pit asleep. But never once did I have the thought to give the 
preaching up. 

The Preacher was always my ideal man, and preaching the grandest vocation in 
the world.  I played at preaching when I was a child. 

The School Anniversaries of that time were great events. The Bills announced 
“Recitations by the Scholars of Poetry, Dialogues, Scriptures and Catechism”. The Day of 
three Services was taken up by the children. I was always to the front on these occasions 
with the most difficult Recitations. I spoke “up” and clearly, and frequently I was patted 
on the head and the remark made, “He’ll be a Preacher some day”. So the call to the 
Ministry was the most natural of all things.  My mind had dwelt on it from my earliest 
days. 

I spent 12 months at the Sunderland College under the tuition of the late Rev. W. 
Antliff, and at the Conference of 1875 received my first appointment to Margate in Kent, 
where, however, owing to some rearrangements by the Missionary Committee, after three 
months I was removed to Dover where I remained till the end of my third year. Here I 
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witnessed a gracious revival. A Chapel had been built a few miles out to do duty for two 
villages, but there was neither Church nor Congregation connected with it. The 
Superintendent Minister and I preached here one evening on alternate weeks. I armed 
myself with tracts and went from door to door giving a tract and inviting to the Service.  
After a time it bore fruit, the people began to come, and soon the Chapel was crowded 
out. The Vicar, seeing the people flocking to the Chapel, began to preach against us, and 
his wife also began to visit from door to door and give out Tracts, one of which was 
entitled “Why Church is better than Chapel, or a few words to those who like Chapel 
best”.  It was a mere tirade against Nonconformity, with special invective to Primitive 
Methodists.  It said “we were Ranters, although we were now ashamed of our name and 
wished to be called Primitive Methodists, but Ranters was our proper name, and the 
reason for it was that instead of worshipping God in the quiet reverent way we do in the 
Church of England they went about the streets ranting like mad men”. 

However, a Revival broke out; some of the worst characters in the village were 
converted, and though the Church influence was effective with a few, we had the pleasure 
of seeing a good Church and Congregation established. 

At the end of my third year I went to Deal, but only stayed a few months. 

The great Church had been built at Higher Ardwick, Manchester, at a cost of 
£14,000. The financial burden was crushing, and an appeal was made to Conference for 
help, and I was sent to relieve the late Rev. J. Slater so the he might be free to go begging 
anywhere. Here I finished my probation, and was ordained at the District Meeting which 
that year was held at Chester, the Rev. J. Travil giving the Charge and the late Rev. J. 
Macpherson presiding on the occasion. 

In July of that year I was married to Miss Mary Ann Farrow with whom I had 
been companioning since I was 12 years of age.  Truly a genuine blending of two hearts 
and lives. She has entered unstintedly into all my work, and has been in the home and in 
the Church a true help-meet. 

Six children survive to us, the eldest of whom is in our Ministry. The second has 
taken his B.A. at the London University and holds a good position as a Teacher of 
Mathematics in the Grammar School at Lymm. While another has taken the London 
Matriculation and holds a good position in a School at Cardiff. The third son is in the 
Post-Office at Gainsborough and a Local Preacher. While the youngest Son is an 
apprentice to a business career. And a daughter is with us at home. All of them are 
servants of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

Our first station in our married career was at Sheerness and Sittingbourne in Kent 
(1879). The station was worked sectionally, I had the Sittingbourne side, and here and at 
Milton I had the great joy of witnessing good revivals. 
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Sittingbourne was a small School Chapel with a very feeble Church and very 
small Congregation.  

I was planned there one Sunday afternoon and evening. I refused all invitations 
for tea and spent the interval in prayer for a Revival. I told the people previously that I 
would hold an Open-Air Service, and should be glad for any help they could give. They 
were alarmed and protested that Open-Air Services would not do for Sittingbourne. They 
might be alright in the North of England, but they would not do for Kent and if I persisted 
I should simply drive the few people away that we had. I answered, that if Open-Air 
preaching would drive them away, they were better gone, and I should hold the service if 
I had to do it alone. They saw my determination and yielded and a few came to our help. 
A Service and procession was held which proved the beginning of a great Revival. Their 
theory of Open-Air Services was broken down, and Sunday after Sunday they turned into 
the streets for a Service and procession previous to the Evening Preaching, and many 
were converted. The Chapel became too small for the Congregation, and the ground in 
front of it which had been held for many years with a view to a New Chapel was at last 
utilized and a good Sanctuary erected thereon. 

At Milton, (the chief place of the three under my charge), we also had a glorious 
Revival. A fortnight’s Revival and Services had been planned, and we had got to the last 
Sunday without result. Instead of Preaching that Sunday morning, I read from the 
Primitive Methodist Newspaper an account of the work in Hull led by Messrs Inskipp, 
etc., of American fame. I pleaded their God was our God. If Hull could have a Revival so 
could Milton. We closed the Service but invited all who wanted a Revival to stay for an 
hour’s Consecration Service. What an hour that was. God filled our souls. I invited all 
who could believe for “Souls” that night to hold up their hands, and up went a great many 
hands. I had to preach in  the afternoon at a village a mile and a half away, but was back 
in time for an Open-Air Service and procession. That night our faith was honoured. 
Seven souls were saved, and on went the good work night after night. We spent whole 
nights in the Chapel in Prayer and Consecration, and my soul heaves within me as I recall 
the Lovefeast on the Sunday Evening. Verily it was a Feast. Such a glorious confusion, 
people all over the Chapel crying out for Salvation. That night upwards of 20 yielded 
themselves to the Lord, one of whom at least is doing good work in the Ministry to-day. 

My next station was Richmond and Hounslow. At Hounslow where I resided, we 
established a Saturday Evening Service at the “Fountain”, and week by week, whether 
rain, snow, or fine, hundreds gathered round us to hear the Word of Life, and many souls 
found the Saviour through the instrumentality of these Services, and not infrequently we 
walked arm in arm thence to the Chapel with some half-drunken man whom God sobered 
and saved. In one case a drunken engineer incited by the Public-House crew came to put 
us into the “Fountain”, but the Lord smote him. He went with us to the Chapel. The 
stench of beer, tobacco, oil and sweat made him a sickly object.  But broken in heart he 
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said, “If God can save me I will not leave this House till I am saved.” God did save him 
and subsequently his wife and all their family. He afterwards became a Local Preacher, 
and later did good work as an Office in the Church Army.  Here also we had a great 
Revival. From thence I moved to Braintree in Essex. 

The Chapel at Braintree was in a very neglected condition. On a patch of ground 
in front of the Chapel was growing thistles – a rare crop four feet high. These we dug up, 
and other duties we did which we cannot mention here. We only stayed here 12 months, 
and they were months of great trial. My wife, 2 children, servant-maid, nurse, and finally 
myself were all stricken down with scarlet-fever, all of which I attribute to causes arising 
from shameful neglect of my predecessors. 

These were dark days, and £20 short of even our small salary, but with many 
gleams of light, for we had much kindness shown, and some notable answers to prayer. 

At the end of the year we removed to Ventnor – Ryde and Ventnor Station – where 
we spent three years of pleasant and useful work for God. At Ventnor we had the Chapel 
thoroughly cleaned and repaired at considerable cost, and arranged for Revival Services 
to raise the money. Two ladies conducted the Mission which was greatly owned of God. 

A couple, going to the Continent on their Honey-moon, spent a few days in 
Ventnor and came to the Mission, and were so taken up with the Services that they 
abandoned their intention of going to the Continent. They came to us night after night – 
he giving 10/- and his bride 2/6 to the Collection each night. 

At the end of three years we removed to Clayton-West Circuit. At Skelmanthorpe 
I superintended the building of Large School-Room and 9 Class Rooms, and the complete 
remodelling of the Chapel, built a New School room at Cumberworth, and secured land 
and built a New Chapel at High Hoyland, and saw great Revivals at Skelmanthorpe and 
Cumberworth at which over 100 souls were saved. 

Here I had the joy of starting Harry Taylor of Odell’s Home, now Rev. H. Taylor 
of Burnley, on his Evangelistic career. The mighty struggle and glorious triumph lives in 
the memory of many to-day. I introduced him to the Sheffield Committee where for a 
number of years he did a great work. Amongst his trophies was the restoration of the Rev. 
J. Hall, now of Lincoln, after his lapse. The late Henry Adams, Esq. so valued Mr. 
Taylor’s work that he paid £100 to the Itinerant Preacher’s Friendly Society in order to 
remove an obstacle to Mr. Taylor’s entering the Ministry. 

After Clayton-West I removed to Cheadle in the Tunstall District for three years 
and thence to the adjoining Circuit Ashbourne for five years. 
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God wonderfully helped me here. The Chapel was small and out of the way, and a 
Sunday Evening Congregation of not more than between 30 or 40. Previous to going 
there I wrote the friends asking that they would join me  in Covenant for a Revival. They 
answered that was just what they were wanting. God put his seal upon the compact, and 
on the first Sunday the Chapel was filled and 10 souls were saved, so that we were in a 
revival straightaway. We commenced a Friday Evening Service in the Market Place 
which gripped all the Churches and the Town. Hundreds came up to this Service, and 
many were rescued from a life of sin. 

A New Chapel was a necessity – the Lord opened the way, and soon it became a 
reality – not, however, without much hard work and also considerable opposition. Some 
preferred the old and stood aloof; others openly opposed and maligned us. Out of the 13 
who had consented to become Trustees 6 refused to sign the Deed. But we could only see 
the New Chapel and we went forward. (I sometimes now think foolishly we had to come 
under the lash of the late Rev. R. Bryant who was the District Building Secretary). 
However, the Chapel was built and the Opening Day was a great success. 

I remember preparing for our First School Anniversary. I made a proposal which 
staggered some of the older members. I suggested we should take the Town hall and 
invite the President of Conference, (Rev. J. Stephenson) to preach the sermons. They 
stoutly opposed, arguing that large sums couldn’t be raised in Ashbourne and I should 
only get them into financial difficulty – we couldn’t pay expenses, and they would have 
to raise it afterwards. I pressed, however, and one man supported me. Ultimately they 
consented to let us try. The result was that such Services were held as had not been held 
in Ashbourne, (some of the old inhabitants said) since Caughey visited the Town. We 
handed £17 over to the Treasurer instead of the usual £3. to £5, and made a good 
beginning with our New Chapel Scheme. 

The New Church and Schools cost about £1,800 and was opened in the April of 
the second year of my Ministry in the Town. Over the Door-way is cut in stone the word 
“Beulah”, and on the wire mat in the Lobby in white marble is spelt the word “Beulah”, – 
The Lord hath married thee – that every worshipper as he enters is reminded of the 
possibilities of Divine Love.  

We got together more material value to the Connexion in 5 years than had been 
got together in upwards of 50 years previously. 

On entering the Circuit we found a Congregation of between 30 and 40 and we 
left a Congregation of between 300 and 400. 

For once in my life I compelled the Wesleyan Conference to take notice of me. 
The Conference was sending an older man than the one the Circuit wanted, and a petition 
was prepared and forwarded pointing out how vigorously we were working and with 
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what result and unless they could have a man to compete they feared the consequences to 
their Chapel. They got the man they wanted. (This information was given to me by a 
friendly Wesleyan who was a party to the petition). 

We also started a Village Church – an off-shoot from Ashbourne – built a New 
Chapel at Biggin, and raised nearly the whole of the cost and laid the foundations for 
another Chapel and Schools at Hognaston. 

They were five years of strenuous work, but were happy years, and the people the 
heartiest supports I have ever met with.  

From thence I came to Gainsborough where I organized a scheme to reduce the 
debt by £1,000 and nearly £600 of that was realized. 

I also reduced the debt on Morton Chapel by £100, and initiated two projects 
which have resulted in two additional Churches. 

At Market Rasen when I went the Circuit was receiving £15 per year from the 
Sustentation Fund. This we knocked off and they raised my salary by £10 per year and 
Mr. Young’s salary by £5 per year. 

We built a New Chapel at Walesby, and raised more than half the cost. 

We found a Membership of 454, and left with a Membership of 524. From thence 
I removed to Doncaster 11. 

An unhappy state had prevailed for several years, and for 5 or 6 years 
successively the Circuit reported decrease. This we were able to arrest. 

Bentley Road Chapel was in a specially deplorable state with a very heavy debt 
and a Sunday Evening Congregation of not more than a score. Very bitter feeling had 
been generated. We however, had the pleasure of seeing considerable improvement in 
membership and attendance, and the debt reduced by £300. 

Highfield Road had made repeated attempts to secure land for a New Church, but 
without success. We, however, had the satisfaction of securing a good site, and erecting a 
Church to seat 650, with Class Rooms and Parlour at a total cost, including land reserved 
for School, of £3,200, a Church that will compare with any in the Town. The School, 
Collections, Congregation and Church have almost doubled – some of them trebled in 
number. 

The first year after I left, the Circuit reported an increase of 40 members, the 
foundation for which I had largely laid.  
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Unfortunately I had a serious breakdown in health, an attack of Influenza 
followed by Bronchitis, and then a nervous breakdown. For nearly 6 months of my last 
year I was laid aside. Needless to say this interfered greatly with my work, I feared my 
end had come, but God has graciously raised me up, and my stay on the Rhosymedre 
Circuit, among the mountains of Wales, has greatly reinvigorated me. 

I am engaged for the year 1911 to the Rhymmney Valley Circuit in South Wales, 
and I hope by the Divine Blessing to have several years of Service before me. 

I cannot boast of great learning, but I trust I have an average amount of common-
sense. I have tried to understand my Bible, and have read considerably books of a 
Theological and Biblical character, and have tried to keep myself in touch with the Social 
and Political Movements of the Day. My Preaching is Evangelistic, and my aim to raise 
the tone and vitality of the Spiritual Life. 

I have given a fair attention to Pastoral visitation, in which my wife has been 
specially valuable, and together we have frequently sat at the bedside of the sick the 
whole night and have closed their eyes in death. 

My nature is rather to shrink from publicity than to seek it, still I have held 
District Secretaryships on three or four occasions. Twice I have represented my District in 
Conference – once as G.C.D., and through the lamentable affliction of the Rev. M. 
Laycock, I am nominated by the District Committee to fill the position of G.C.D. at the 
next Conference. 

I hope there are still a few years of Service before me, and the best that I can be 
and do I will offer to my Lord. I am increasingly convinced that there is a growing need 
for a deeper spiritual life, and my aim in Preaching and Example and Pastoral work shall 
more than ever be devoted to this. And in the end I hope for the Master’s “Well done”, 
“Come up higher.” 

J. REDHEAD 
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