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Johnston, James (1827-1922) 
A Willington Primitive Methodist Pioneer 

Transcription of Sketch In the Christian Messenger by Rev. F.R. Brunskill 

	
A good, sensible, hearty laugh at ninety-
three years of age is a true sign that the 
long years have left no bitterness in the 
soul. And this is the condition of our 
honoured friend, Mr. James Johnston, of 
Willington, Durham. He is cheerful, hopeful, 
and interested in all the things that are true, 
honest, just, pure, lovely, and of good 
report. And he now spends most of his time 
thinking on these things. Leaning over his 
garden gate, as is his wont on bright days, 
his many friends like to stop and have a 
“crack.” And his heartiness is a tonic to 
faith. Moreover, his humour is infectious, for 
he has not lost the art of rejoicing with 
those who rejoice, as well as sympathising 
with those whose sorrow is deep. 

A few days ago, I halted at his gate, and he was anxious to know how the 
mission at Oakenshaw was progressing. The good news I was able to give 
him caused him to be reminiscent. “I mind once,” said he, ”when Thomas 
Batty was in the circuit, that he prayed for a revival with his windows open to 
the road, and God heard his prayer, and so did some of the men who passed 
to their work. Prayer-meetings were held in an old quarry and all sorts of 
places, and the men were converted and the work went on with such grand 
power that it laid the pit idle. Ay, Batty was a rare minister!” Then another day 
at his gate he told me how he was converted. He spoke of his wicked life and 
the three weeks of awful conviction of his sins accompanied with terrible 
dreams as he slept. And then how he “got through” and entered into grace. 
“And that is seventy-four years syne,” he concluded. 

Occasionally in his kitchen by the fire, he will tell of his past joys in the work of 
the Church and Sunday-school. Once, he sang some of the old tunes they 
used to sing in the early days. It was remarkable how well he kept in tune, and 
how good his voice was for his years. And at other times, we got on talking 
about the struggles in Chapel building. It will always be remembered how 
much our brother did to secure the present commanding site of the present 
premises. It was very largely due to his wonderful foresight and skill, for the 
difficulties of the time were such that it seemed impossible to get the land we 
wanted. Yet, in the kind providence of God, James Johnston was guided 
aright, and what seemed impossible became a reality. That piece of work is 
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one of the noblest things of his experience, and he himself looks upon the 
transaction as the token of God’s favour towards our work in Willington. 

A good few years ago, there used to come to his kitchen a little boy who never 
failed to get encouragement and help from our aged brother in those days. It 
is with some amount of joy and satisfaction that he thinks of those days, and 
he is grateful to the Hand that led him to encourage the boy, who was so 
eager to learn. He urged him to begin the study of shorthand, and the boy 
acted on his counsel. We do not wonder the old man rejoiced greatly when he 
heard that the boy, now a preacher, was to visit Willington to preach. We refer 
to Mr. Sydney Walton, M.A., B. Litt. Yes, those were happy days, and all the 
good work our friend has done can never be recorded, but we know that there 
are scores of men and women who thank God for the helps, encouragements 
and inspirations that he has through those long years given to climbers of the 
hill of life. 
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