
Jottings from the Journals of the late Rev. Joseph Preston. 

BY Rev. ALBERT A. BIRCHENOUGH. 

The venerable Joseph Preston was one of the makers of early Primitive Methodism. At the time of 
his death he was the oldest minister in the Connexion. By his removal from our midst another of 
the links binding the present generation of Primitive Methodists with the fathers and founders of 
our Church has been severed.


Mr. Preston was born on January 28th, 1803, in the border village of Bronington, Flintshire, some 
two miles distant from Bangor Iscoyed, the birthplace of Matthew Henry, of commentary fame. Mr. 
Preston’s father was a thatcher by trade, and was chiefly employed by Lord Kenyon and Sir 
Thomas Hanmer. Attached to his father’s cottage were some five acres of land, on which he 
reared a family of ten sons and daughters. By his frugality and industry he was enabled, at his 
death, to leave each of his children a small legacy. Both parents belonged to the Established 
Church. They lived blameless lives, and strove to teach their children the principles of the Bible.


In his teens Mr. Preston was the subject of deep religious impressions. One beautiful Sabbath

morning he casually passed the Wesleyan Chapel at Bronington, where a religious service was 
being held. The door was ajar, and he stood and listened to the songs of praise and the shouts of 
joy. That service deepened his religious impressions. As he reflected the inner voice whispered: “It 
is like as if the door of heaven is open to thee and thou wilt not enter.” In June, 1822, he accepted 
the invitation of Robert Francis, the Bronington village blacksmith and local preacher, to 
accompany him to a Camp Meeting at Welsh End, Whixall. In the early “twenties” Camp Meetings 
were a powerful institution in North Shropshire, and were attended by hundreds of eager listeners. 
Mr. Preston stood immediately in front of the waggon and trembled beneath the pointed 
preaching of the Word as delivered by those earnest Salopian villagers. When they formed a 
praying-ring he went boldly forward. He realised the blessing of pardon and the current of his life 
was changed. The fact of Joseph Preston’s conversion became a general topic of conversation. 
God’s people were gladdened, but the sons of Belial gravely whispered that he was going 
mentally deranged. In his private memoranda he says: “I was as a deaf man who heard them not, 
and I went on my way rejoicing.”
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At the time of his conversion there were no Primitive Methodist services held in Bronington. As he 
was living with a Methodist family he united himself with the Wesleyans. When our Church 
commenced services in a cottage and formed a society class in his native village he resigned his 
membership with the Wesleyans and identified himself with “the church in the house,” which 
subsequently sent Sarah Welsh, Joseph Sadler, and Joseph Preston into the ranks of our earlier 
ministry.


In the autumn of 1823 the Bronington class-leader, in one of the cottage experience meetings, 
said: “Joseph, I believe you are called to preach the gospel, and I advise you to pray about it. Ask 
God to show you His will.” In an agitated condition Mr. Preston retired to the quiet of a barn, and 
there prayed for light and guidance. The following words were strongly impressed upon his mind, 
which he regarded as God’s answer to his earnest prayer: “Study to show thyself approved unto 
God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth.” At the 
following December Quarterly Meeting of the Shropshire Station—which was a branch of Old 
Mother Burland Cireuit, and which comprised the towns and villages of North Salop—he became 
an exhorter. He preached his first sermon at Coulton in January, 1824. Before the end of the 
quarter this village-born young man was engaged by his native circuit as a hired local preacher. In 
the June of the same year he was called to be a minister of the infant community at the meagre 
salary of £3 10s. per quarter.


After spending twelve months in Shropshire Station and Burland Circuit, in which he saw many 
conversions, he removed, at the Conference of 1825, to the Chester Circuit. After being but a few 
weeks in Chester an urgent attempt was made to get him back to the Shropshire Station, but the 
official courts of his new circuit would not grant his release, His following circuit appointments 
were: Prees Green, Preston Brook, Burland, Wrockwardine Wood, Hopton Bank (now Ludlow), 
Cwm, Salisbury, Witney, Brinkworth, Redruth, Pontypool, Frome, and Bristol. In these important 
Connexional centres Mr, Preston did a large amount of pioneer work of a permanent character. 
Several of these circuits, which at the time that he laboured thereon were in their infancy, have 
developed into strongholds of Primitive Methodism. Numerous circuits have been made from 
these early centres, and three of them have developed into heads of Connexional Districts. In his 
early ministerial days Primitive Methodism was mainly a village and cottage community.


When he travelled in the Shropshire Station in the “twenties” there were from twenty to thirty 
places on the plan. Out of that number there was only one chapel, and that was at Prees Green. In 
1827, when he laboured in the Burland Circuit, there was not a chapel belonging to us in the 
extensive radius. Before he left, however, an old cottage in the Cheshire town of Nantwich was 
bought and converted into a chapel. It is interesting to note that his earliest Superintendents and 
colleagues included John Smith, Paul Sugden, Thomas Jackson, and Richard Cordingley—men 
who are all but forgotten by the present generation of Primitive Methodists. In their day they were

men of Connexional light and leading, and their names were as familiar as household words.


During the thirty-one years of his active ministry he reported an aggregate increase of 1,585 
members. He erected many chapels, and introduced Primitive Methodism into a large number of 
cities, towns, and villages. As the successful commercial man concentrates his thought upon his 
business, so Joseph Preston during his active ministry paid constant attention to circuit 
incidentals and details, consequently he was favoured with great spiritual and numerical 
prosperity. The following are samples of his earnest toil and success: During the two years he was 
in Cwm Circuit he successfully missioned Bromyard and neighbourhood. He called out an 
additional minister, reported an increase of 259 members, and left over £33 in hand. During his 
term at Witney he missioned Oxford, Banbury, and the adjacent villages. Before he left Witney he 
had the joy of seeing Banbury made into a branch with 165 members. He called an extra minister 
into circuit work, and also made the circuit independent of the grant it had been receiving from the 
Charitable Fund.


His four years’ superintendency at Brinkworth was attended with considerable spiritual success. 
A great revival took place, and hundreds of people were converted. He says: “During our term at 
Brinkworth we missioned Tetbury and several places round it, also Cirencester and several places 
adjoining it; took up Worcester and Cheltenham from other circuits, and three places from Witney, 
and made the whole into two branches and two missions with 441 members. We built four
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good chapels and bought a chapel at Cheltenham, added a good gallery to the Brinkworth 
Chapel, and built a minister’s house at Cheltenham. We paid off various circuit debts amounting 
to £40, spent about £116 in mission work, and lowered chapel debts about 200. We increased the 
ministerial staff from three to ten, and had an increase of 638 members exclusive of those 
received from other stations, and left a Circuit Fund balance of £21 in the hands of the stewards.” 
These journal references to his aggressive successes are written in a devoutly. thankful, and not in 
a boastful spirit.


Occasionally Mr, Preston was subjected to personal annoyance and ill-treatment. When he

entered Preston Brook Circuit the chapel at Warrington, where he resided, was at a standstill for 
want of funds, and an ex-Superintendent had started a rival community in the town. In spite of 
these drawbacks his plodding industry and transparent character secured success. In 1826 he, 
along with his Superintendent, missioned the Shropshire village of Hodnet, the scene of the 
labours of Heber, author of ‘‘Greenland’s Icy Mountains.” When they commenced singing in the 
village streets the clergyman of that day had the church bells rung to drown the sound of their 
voices. They were pelted with rotten eggs, and some of the baser sort who had been primed with 
drink threatened their lives. In Bristol he was summoned by the magistrates for obstruction of the 
highway while conducting an open-air service. The plaintiff was a clergyman. A magistrate 
manifested his sympathy by employing a lawyer to defend Mr. Preston. Two days were spent in 
considering the case. . The magistrates decided in Mr. Preston’s favour, and the persecuting cleric 
was deeply chagrined when he was told that he would have to pay all the costs of the trial.


On a May Sunday morning, while Mr. Preston and two others were missioning through the streets 
of Bedminster, ‘‘we were,” he says, “stopped by a policeman, who asked for our names and 
addresses. We gave the desired information, and requested him to be quick as we wanted to be 
going on. We sang to the preaching-room, had a good meeting, but heard no more of Mr. 
Bluecoat.”


In those early days, when friends were few and homes were scarce, Mr. Preston has occasionally 
spent the night in a hay-loft, and frequently walked many weary miles after holding services.


In the formative period of our Connexional history he was a personal friend of Hugh Bourne, and 
he occupied a foremost position in the councils of our:Church. Before he had travelled three years 
he was elected a ministerial delegate to the District Meeting, and was subsequently appointed to 
attend eleven others. Four times he was elected General Committee Delegate, and four times a 
District Meeting Delegate to Conference.


In the first half of the century some of the Connexional Districts were as large as some small 
kingdoms. On April 25th, 1844, Mr. Preston left his home at Redruth for the District Meeting at 
Newbury, Berks. The following day he went by boat from St. Ives to Bristol. On the 27th he 
journeyed to Wootton Bassett. The Sunday was devoted to preaching Anniversary Sermons at 
Purton, in Brinkworth Circuit. On the subsequent Tuesday evening Mr. Preston preached at a 
Valedictory Service held in Sutton Street Chapel, London. The Rev. Robert Ward, pioneer minister 
to New Zealand, and the Revs. Joseph Long and John Wilson, pioneer missionaries for Australia, 
related their call to the mission-field. Addresses were given by the Revs. John Flesher and William

Harland; after which six persons engaged in prayer,


Mr. Preston, in his Journals, gives further interesting incidents respecting the departure of our first 
missionaries to the Antipodes. He says: “May 1st, went on board the Reymond to see and pray 
with Mrs. Ward and the children. Mrs. Ward is a noble woman. She told me that so great had been 
her desire to be employed in mission-work that many times she had wished that she had been a 
man. When the letter came inviting them to mission-work she sang and danced for very joy.”


On the. 2nd of May Mr. Preston arrived at Newbury for the District Meeting. After an absence of 
sixteen days, and a journey of some hundreds of miles, he arrived safely at his home in Cornwall, 
after attending the annual meeting of his District.


Immediately following this visit to London Mr. Preston was invited to become the General 
Superintendent of the United States Missions. After much prayer and anxious thought he declined 
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the invitation. The Rev. William Towler was appointed to this Connexional responsibility. 
Unfortunately he died within twelve months after reaching America.


In June, 1830, Mr. Preston was united in marriage with Miss Owen, of Leinthal Stakes, 
Herefordshire. She was a sincere and self- denying Christian. She was a great help to him in his 
circuit and Connexional work. He says: “The kingdom of Christ was very dear to her, and she did 
what she could to extend it. The poor, the afflicted, and the dying had her deepest and constant 
sympathies.” After several weeks of painful suffering, in February, 1864, and in the 62nd year of 
her age, she was called to the higher service of heaven.


In November, 1836, Mr. Preston signed the Temperance pledge, and remained an abstainer to the 
end of his long and eventful life. Some years previously he gave up smoking. He was deeply 
interested in the welfare of young people. At the first Bradford Conference, held in 1832, there 
were many adults unable to attend the Sabbath services held in the crowded chapel. It was 
decided by the local authorities to increase the accommodation by keeping the children out. Hugh 
Bourne was a little indignant, and decided to hold an overflow meeting for the special benefit of 
the excluded young people. Mr. Bourne invited Mr. Preston to preach a children’s sermon. He 
selected for text: “And children let them praise the Lord.”


In the first half-century of our Connexional ‘history Mr. Preston was an occasional contributor to 
our. Magazine literature, and wielded the pen of a “ready writer.” Owing to a throat affection, 
brought on’ by his excessive open-air work: and his laborious ministry, he was reluctantly 
compelled to superannuate at the Conference of 1855.


For a few years he lived at Weobley, a small market-town in Herefordshire. He was an exemplary 
superannuate. He had a greater passion for work than the attending of committees and official 
meetings. In every possible way he promoted the prosperity of the Weobley Society. He 
established a Sabbath School, and was Superintendent thereof until his removal from the town. 
He visited every house with the exception of some two or three. In speaking of his pastoral work 
he says: ‘‘Many, many times I have called upon the families, leaving a tract, offering prayer, inviting 
them to the meetings, or giving a word of exhortation.”


In August, 1867, he was engaged by the Dawley Circuit to preach twice on Sundays and to take 
two week-night appointments. He resided at Madeley, the town where the seraphic Fletcher lived 
and preached. Mr. Preston was delighted with being able to take partial work as a supernumerary 
minister. He says: ‘‘I am thankful to my Heavenly Father for restoring health and voice that I can 
once more do a little work for Him.” Owing to failing health, at the March Quarterly Meeting of 
1871 he retired from the active duties of circuit work. Although he was unable to preach he visited 
constantly. In the eighties he records that there was scarcely a house in the populous mining 
neighbourhood of Madeley that he had not visited. He was frequently in the chambers of the sick 
and the dying. He was welcomed by the affluent as well as the poor. In ten years he had 
judiciously delivered over 16,000 gospel leaflets, tracts, and booklets. For several years he was 
the leader of a Society class, and had the joy of seeing the membership thereof trebled.


Mr. Preston was exceedingly liberal. For many years he gave away one-sixth of his income. A lady 
in the town of Madeley left him a legacy of £200, which, with interest, amounted to £216. He 
writes: ‘Having been on the Connexional funds for so many years is one of the trials of my old 
age, and cause of occasional sorrow. I have lived very sparingly for some time in hope of saving a 
little for the funds on which I have been so long dependent, and now, I thank. heaven, help has 
come from an unexpected source.” Mr. Preston has left a financial statement showing that every 
shilling of that handsome bequest has been unflinchingly given to Connexional funds, charitable 
institutions, and the Lord’s deserving poor. Since then he was the recipient of many handsome 
money presents. Unstintedly he gave the same to the sick and the suffering.


Mr. Preston had his sorrows and bereavements. His mother died in 1837, and his father in 1843. 
Owing to the great distance at which he was stationed from Bronington, and the slow postal 
system and methods of travelling, he was unable to be at home when his parents died, or even 
attend their funeral. His devoted wife and five children were taken from him by the hand of death. 
On May 3rd, 1876, he writes: “This day I was bereft of my last son. Bereavement has succeeded 
bereavement, until I am left as a sparrow upon the house-top.° Yet I am not alone, for I have a  
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friend in Jesus, whom I feel very near.” In January, 1884, he pathetically states: “I have arrived at 
another stage of life’s journey, and to-day I am eighty-one years of age. It has been a day of 
solemn thought, of many tears, and of much searching of heart and of prayer. Wife gone! Children 
all gone! Brothers and sisters all gone! Those who started with me in the Christian journey gone! 
All gone!


‘The friends that started with me

Have entered long ago,


Ah! one by one they left me

To struggle with the foe.


Their pilgrimage was shorter,

Their triumph sooner won,

How lovingly they'll hail me


When my work, too, is done.’ ”


His last years were spent in prayer and meditation. For a few days only this aged patriarch was 
confined to his bed. He had but little physical pain; he had neither doubts nor fears; he enjoyed a 
settled peace and a holy calm; his sun set in a clear sky. On the early morning of November 9th, 
1896, he quietly passed away, in the 94th year of his age and the 73rd year of his ministry.


On the following Thursday his remains were laid to rest in the Madeley churchyard, in the 
presence of many sympathetic spectators. The Revs. John Cooper, A, Smith, and W.. Perry, along 
with the Vicar, took part in the proceedings. In Memoriam services were held at Madeley and 
Ironbridge, the special preacher being the Rev. Walter Perry, of Llanymynech, and formerly 
Superintendent of the Madeley Circuit, who selected for text: “An old disciple, with whom we 
should lodge.” By Mr. Preston’s death Primitive Methodism has lost one of its oldest and most 
faithful sons. He was a true man and a loyal servant of the Primitive Methodist Church.

_______________________________________________________________________________________
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