John Madison Nicholson
Transcription of Sketch in the Christian Messenger in the series ‘Local Preachers worth knowing’
by Wm. Bowran
The gentleman whose portrait appears on this page, is one
of a large class of officials, who for periods of from 30 to 50
years have, by their steadfast loyalty and devotion, helped
to make Primitive Methodism the influential Church
organisation which it now is. On all our circuit plans there
are the names of those who, half-a-century ago, joined our
Church and have remained faithful to it to this day. It is safe
to assume that the first few names on nearly every plan,
immediately after those of the travelling preachers, have
such a history behind them. Mr. J. M. Nicholson’s name
stands first among the local preachers in the Sunderland
Second Circuit, and he has been identified with the
denomination since 1851.
Born at the ‘ East end ’ of Sunderland in 1837, he has spent
all his life in the Wearside borough; and few men possess a
greater knowledge of Primitive Methodism in Sunderland
and the north of England than he does. Mr. Nicholson was converted at the early age of 12 and at
first was connected as a Sunday school scholar with High Street East Wesleyan Church, a Church
which, by the way, is still retained by the Wesleyans and worked on Mission lines.
Two years later he appears to have transferred his allegiance to the Primitive Methodists, who were
then worshipping in the historic Flag Lane chapel. His gifts for service were soon discovered and at
17 he became a local preacher. In this capacity he has employed his talents for 46 years, and still
regularly takes his appointments in the circuit. When our friend began to preach, the position was
no sinecure. The circuits were large and it was no uncommon thing for him to walk upwards of 20
miles on the Sabbath-day to fulfil his appointments. There are few of the older chapels in the district
in which he has not preached at some time or other.
Mr. Nicholson’s earliest recollections of Christian
toil are in connection with mission work at the
east end of the town, and particularly in the Hat
Case and Stafford Street, a locality which is now
one of the lowest in the borough. In 1856, he
along with several others purchased Maling’s Rigg
chapel from the Presbyterians. This property,
which was erected about the year 1779, originally
belonged to the Independents, but in 1791, it
passed into the hands of the Presbyterians. He still
retains a warm interest in this old meeting-place
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and is treasurer for the Committee who are responsible for its working to-day.
On removing to Hendon in 1857, Mr. Nicholson was one
of some half-dozen families who began a new cause in
Emma Street. This Society afterwards erected the
commodious chapel in Mainsforth Terrace, and it is now
one of the best attended and most prosperous of our
churches in Sunderland. For the long period of twenty
years he acted as secretary to the trustees, and during
that time witnessed the erection of Mainsforth Terrace
Church, and also the extension of the Sunday School
premises, as well as the building of the organ. Further, for
23 years our friend was choirmaster at Hendon, and he
still takes a very practical interest in the service of praise
in the sanctuary. As a member of the Sunderland Sunday
School Union, his gifts in this direction have been utilised
in the selection of the hymns for the great gatherings on
Good Friday.
In addition to all this, he has for ten years been an officer
of the Sunderland and Newcastle-upon-Tyne P.M. Psalmody Association. For two years he was a
Vice- President, and this year he has been elected to the presidency of the Association, and will take
the chair at the next great Festival at Newcastle, which is said to be the largest gathering of Primitive
Methodists in the world. As a class-leader, too, he has also served the Church, besides acting as
Sunday School teacher and superintendent. In the latter department of Church work he has filled
every ofﬁce from secretary to superintendent, and not only at Hendon and in his own circuit, but in
the larger sphere of the Connexion’s work he has come into well-deserved prominence. He is a
member of our District Sunday School Committee, and this year the Sunderland Sunday School
Union has recognised his long and devoted labours by electing him president in succession to the
Rev. J. Smyth Wood, M.A (Presbyterian). The Sunday School Union of the town and district embraces
80 schools, with 1,700 teachers and 16,000 scholars. It is, therefore, no small honour that the
General Committee of the Union has conferred on the subject of this sketch.
Mr. Nicholson is also a trustee of Tatham Street Church, and has been a member of the District
Committee for many years. Twice he has been a delegate to the District Meeting, and he has also
represented his district at the Conference.
Not only in religious work have his labours been distinguished, but he has also given considerable
attention to public affairs. Three years ago he was, along with Mr. Joseph Trevvett, our circuit
evangelist, appointed a member of the Board of Guardians, which is an indication that he has gained
the respect and confidence of his fellow-townsmen. As a Guardian, he is one of the representatives
of Hendon Ward, and it is said that no one is more zealous in the discharge of his duties than he is.
Another important public appointment in which our friend has played a worthy part is in connection
with the Hines Coal Fund for Hendon district, where our chapel is situated. For a long time he has
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acted as chairman, and has given every satisfaction by the impartial and systematic consideration he
has given to the onerous work. This fund, it might be explained, is to provide coals during the winter
months for the very poor of the town.
Mr. Nicholson is a loyal Primitive Methodist, and is so devoted to the name and institutions of the
Church of his 50 years’ attachment that he could not bring himself to vote for Union with the Bible
Christians. None of the arguments, which those of us who favoured the fusion used, had any weight
with him against the one idea that amalgamation with the Bible Christians meant the giving up of
our distinctive name as Primitive Methodists.
Owing to failure of health in 1893 he was compelled to resign all offices for a time; but we are glad
to say that he is now able to take his full share in the work of the Circuit.
During the past few weeks he has shown his desire for the extension of Primitive Methodism in the
neighbourhood by his advocacy of the formation of a proposed Branch of the Circuit, and the calling
out of a probationer, a proposal which has secured the sanction of the District Authorities.
Although well over sixty years of age he retains a great deal of his youthful vigour. His interest in the
work of the Church is unabated, and we wish for him a year of joyous labour in the dual position
which he occupies as President of the Sunday School Union and the Psalmody Association.
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