
 
Military service 
As a fourteen year old, Thomas Nisbet joined the first Lanark Rifle Volunteers, who 
were regarded as the crack rifle regiment in the West of Scotland. He remained with the 
corps for nine years until 1881. It is said that he was turned from being a round-
shouldered young boy into a young man with splendid physical development. When he 
came to Queensland he was appointed an acting Chaplain in the Queensland Defence 
Corps. 
 
In 1906, shortly after arriving in Dunedin, he was appointed Chaplain-Captain of the 
Dunedin Engineers – a position he held until his death. These troops formed a ceremo-
nial guard and the Garrison Band led the funeral cortege. 
 
New Zealand ministry 
The outstanding features of Dr Nisbet’s ministry at First Church in Dunedin were said to 
have been his popularity as a preacher combined with his ability as an organizer. Two 
permanent tributes to the strenuous nature of his work are found in the new organ and 
the Burns Hall at the Church. His national legacy was the Presbyterian Social Service 
Association which again reflected his concern for the needs of the poor and the children 
– something which he had demonstrated in various ways in each of his parishes. 
 
Two full pages in the Outlook  of October 4 and another two in the following week’s is-
sue are an indication of the respect in which he was held and detail his contribution to 
the New Zealand Presbyterian Church.  He is credited with the naming of Knox College, 
their Theological College.  A cottage was named in honour of his service as Convenor 
of the Social Services Department at the Dunedin Presbyterian Orphanage which now 
is being advertised as a nature retreat. 
 
His illness claimed him on September 29th 1910 and his funeral service held in his 
church was an indicator of his popularity with the crowds overflowing into the adjacent 
square.  The funeral cortege to the cemetery was over half a mile long. 
 
He was survived by his wife Sarah and three children, although Thomas Holmes Nisbet 
died later at Gallipoli in 1914. Mrs Nisbet opened a successful, forward thinking, ‘open 
air’ Girls’ school in Dunedin from which many went on to graduate from University. Alex-
ander William, their older son, served in the Royal Flying Corps in World War 1 and was 
in charge of the manufacture of Munitions in New Zealand during World War 2.  Sarah 
Nisbet’s ashes were returned to St Paul’s and are behind a plaque near the Vestry. 
Both sons are included on our Honour Board, further information is found there in the 
booklet. 
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Rev Dr Thomas Nisbet DD(1859-1910) 
(Minister of St Paul’s 1898-1904) 



Early Years 
 
Thomas Nisbet was born at Melrose near Glasgow on 31st December, 1859. He was 
brought up in the United Presbyterian Church. His early education was at the Dollar 
Academy in the Scottish midlands before he went to Glasgow University where he 
gained high distinctions in Greek and English literature. His theological course was tak-
en at Edinburgh University in the United Divinity Hall, and he was licensed by the Pres-
bytery of Glasgow in 1882. He was awarded an Honorary Doctorate in 1901 by the Uni-
versity of Glasgow in recognition of his achievements in ministry. 
 
Ministry in Australia 
 
In 1882 the New South Wales Church appealed in Scotland for ministers and in re-
sponse to that call, Dr Nisbet went to Sydney where in 1883 he was appointed to Or-
ange. The congregation was struggling when he arrived, but during his ministry their 
debt was cleared and a thousand pounds raised towards a new church building. It was 
during this period that he married Sarah Lamrock from Richmond in Kurrajong in the 
Blue Mountains. 
 
He served as Clerk of the Presbytery of Lachlan and was involved in examining in 
Christian education as well as writing children’s sermons for “The Presbyterian”. In 1888 
the New South Wales Assembly appointed him as their representative to the Pan Pres-
byterian Council in London which was aimed at bringing all branches of the church to-
gether. 
 
In 1890, after eight years in Orange he accepted a call to Hawthorn, Melbourne. Seven 
years of vibrant ministry there saw the congregation building a larger church. In 1898 he 
responded to a call from the St Paul’s congregation. During his service in Melbourne he 
was a member of many committees of the General Assembly and he began a special 
connection with work amongst neglected and destitute children. He edited a publication 
called ‘Homes for Homeless’ which went across the community. His interest in neglect-
ed children was to be an ongoing part of his pastoral ministry. 
 
The Courier Mail reported on Saturday 25th June 1898: 
 

Brisbane has seen important changes in her church world lately, and 
new faces and figures are to be seen in several of the city pulpits. No 
ministerial figure is more imposing than that of Rev Thomas Nisbet, 
who arrived a fortnight ago to take charge of St Paul’s Presbyterian 
Church in Leichhardt Street, the ministry of which had been resigned 
by its veteran pastor, Rev J F McSwaine, owing to failing health.  
Mr Nisbet is of the order of muscular Christians. His almost gigantic 
frame is well set up, and he rides his bicycle as actively as any man of 
half his age and weight. He comes of good old stock, descended from 
two ancient Scottish families – the Nisbets of Dirleton near Edinburgh, 
and the Holmeses of Paisley. … 
 

Another report in the paper refers to his personal presence, a pleasant, and a resonant 
voice with a strong Scottish accent. Mr Nisbet declared his intention to place the pulpit 
of St Paul’s in touch with the ordinary affairs of life. He believes in making his congrega-
tional members church workers, and especially the men. Some said that there was so 
little that they could do, but he said that this was not the attitude from which they should 
approach the question. The great barrier reef on the coast was built up cell by cell; the 

walls of Jerusalem and the walls of this church were built up stone by stone, and the 
army of the Queen is recruited man by man. He said that the idea that all the work 
should be done by the minister is a ruinous fallacy. It is an utter impossibility for any 
congregation to be built up and Christ’s cause advanced if the minister has to do all the 
work. 
 
He went further to insist on the need for more men and alluded to the ‘manliness of 
Christianity’.  Christ was the most manly in courage and virtue. One of the things which 
Mr Nisbet spoke of at this first service was his intention to include a special time in the 
services for the children and he urged parents to bring the children with them. Unusually 
for the time, he informed the congregation that he would not be dressing as a minister 
during the week, but would wear ordinary clothes. 
  
In his speech in response to the welcome by the Moderator he referred to the comment 
that the Moderator had made that it had been said in Victoria that the Queensland 
church was without a leader. His response was that he would take the steamer back if 
they thought he was the leader, but he was there to work with his brethren in the 
Queensland church. He quickly became involved in the Church family, the local commu-
nity and in the committees of the Church during his period of ministry in Brisbane.  
 
In the report of his farewell from Brisbane his involvement in both his church life and the 
life of the community was commented upon. His work both as a committee member and 
Executive Chairman of the Queensland Patriotic fund which was raised during the Boer 
War was praised, as was his involvement with academic issues and the establishment 
of the Queensland University as a separate entity. (This was achieved by an act of Par-
liament in 1909 and the University opened in 1910.) He succeeded Rev Dr Mc Swaine 
onto this committee. During his time at St Paul’s he was Chairman of the Council of 
Churches. He brought the need for amendments to the laws regarding destitute, ne-
glected and illegitimate children to the Government. This concern for the children was 
something which he showed throughout his ministry. He was chairman of the Charity 
Organization society which provided help to those in financial difficulty. 
 
New Zealand Call 
 
In April1904 he received a call from the first Presbyterian church in Dunedin. The news-
paper report in the Courier of April 28th reports that he told Presbytery that he had said 
that he would accept the call if it was placed in his hands, however after speaking with 
members of Presbytery and of St Paul’s he now asked for another week to consider his 
decision. He asked permission to advise the Presbytery the next week and if he accept-
ed the call his resignation would take effect on the 16th May. He accepted the call and 
preached his final sermons in St Paul’s that day, and the family departed on the train on 
the Monday morning. He praised the congregation for the growth it had made over the 
years of his ministry and urged them to ‘Stand loyally together’ and continue to support 
St Paul’s when he was no longer there. 
 
He shared a comment made to him by a minister when he accepted the call to St Paul’s 
that the congregation was a ‘forlorn hope’ and encouraged them by saying that it was 
far from that as its growth over the past years had shown. The New Zealand Outlook 
reveals that the St Paul’s congregation sent to him after around three months asking 
that he return, something he was not prepared to do, although he did come back to 
Brisbane later and spoke  briefly at one of the early services taken by Rev Robert Leg-
ate. 


