
Motorcycle shops come 
and go. Some enjoy 
decent reputations 

that allow them to prosper, 
while others fade from view 
without a whimper. Few ever 
enjoy the mythic proportions 
assigned by time’s passing to 
Nicholson Bros. of Saskatoon. 
Though the brick and mortar 

are long gone, the legacy lives on, nurtured carefully by 
the fond memories of middle-aged men such as myself, 
who always got a fair shake from brothers Bernie and 
Lawrence. More than that, we got actual entry points to a 
broader understanding of motorcycling itself.

In his recently authored Prairie Dust, Motorcycles and a 
Typewriter, Calgarian Greg Williams traces the rise and 
fall of the great Nicholson Bros. shop and its parallel to 
the British motorcycle industry. It fol-
lows the exploits of two resourceful Sas-
katchewan farm boys who grew up dur-
ing the bleak Depression era obsessed 
with motorcycles. The Nicholsons may 
have been born in harsh times but they 
dared to dream. Showing prescience and 
a willingness to use the media of the 
day as effectively as possible, Bernie and 
Lawrence established a mail-order parts 
supply house as early as 1935. 

Perhaps it’s their mail-order catalogue 
that some riders most closely associate 
with the Nicholsons. It was a simple 
booklet with amazing scope and the 
most enduring facet of the business. The 
fi nal version was printed in 1984-85, but by then the Nich-
olsons’ boast of “around the world mail order service” was 
well-grounded. Bernie’s son Mickey tells Williams that his 
summer job included opening mail orders that poured in 
from every part of the globe. “I started building up an in-
ternational stamp collection,” says Mickey Nicholson.

This they parlayed into a dealership that became re-
nown for its integrity and willingness to help customers 
solve problems. They were among the very fi rst to import 
British motorcycles into Canada on any kind of large scale, 
but it was their rigourous attention to detail, their natural 
mechanical savvy and unfl agging commitment toward 
growing the sport of motorcycling that fi nally drew the 
attention of a legendary peer group. They counted among 
their acquaintances Floyd Clymer, and one of the most in-
fl uential British designers of all time, Bert Hopwood, who 
once suggested that “Triumph should ship its new motor-
cycles to Nicholson Bros. for testing and identifying prob-
lems before getting into full-time production.”

A former features writer for Canadian Biker, Williams is 
among Canada’s most respected motojournalists, one of the 
rare few who can speak with authority on both the world of au-
tos and that of motorcycles—modern and vintage. Based on his 
10-year friendship with Bernie Nicholson, a series of interviews 
with family, friends and colleagues, and on his own exhaus-
tive research into motorcycling’s earliest days, Williams’ 140-
page book is now a must-read for anyone with even a passing 
interest in the Nicholsons and how British motorcycles became 
established in western Canada.

This is a pioneering story, and in its telling Williams be-
comes the guardian of a legacy as much as the biographer of 
a compelling character. What Trev Deeley meant in populist 
terms to Harley-Davidson in Canada, the Nicholsons were to 
British marques. 

But the Deeleys and the Nicholsons were, in many ways, dia-
metrically opposed types. Deeley was a classic wheeler-dealer 
with a sport rider’s competitive nature, while the Nicholsons 

were more given to the patient teaching of 
their fellow enthusiast—indeed, Bernie was 
entrusted with the training of military rid-
ers during World War II. Rare is the customer 
who left the Nicholsons without a patient and 
deliberate instruction on the best application 
of their recent purchase, and it is for this very 
reason that the Nicholsons are remembered 
so fondly by men of my age group—women 
too, I expect.

Bernie and Lawrence are often mentioned 
in the same breath, but truthfully it was Ber-
nie’s energies that forged the legend. Very 
likely a natural genius, the indefatigable 
John Bernard published seven editions of 
“Modern Motorcycle Mechanics,” a compen-

dium of observed mechanical behaviour and straightforward 
how-to procedures affecting the maintenance and repair of 
practically every noteworthy motorcycle manufactured be-
tween 1931 and 1974. The iconic orange covered MMM sold 
100,000 copies worldwide and has been a mandated text at 
tech schools from Los Angeles to Fairview, and the inseparable 
companion of professional mechanics and backyard tinkers 
who, for generations, have learned to rely on (and love) the 
book for its clear language and precise detail. Somehow the 
various editions also conveyed the integrity and patience that 
Bernie had in life.

In his de facto role as caretaker of the Nicholson saga, Wil-
liams has since obtained the copyright to all editions of MMM, 
copies of which are now on sale at his website: modernmotor-
cyclemechanics.com 

Though it was last published in 1974, the principles and the 
editorial nature of Bernie’s words still ring true. Williams has 
captured that essence and for that reason, both his book, and 
Bernie’s, belong in your library.   
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Those prairie boys
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The legacy of the great Nicholson Bros. of Saskatoon 
is recounted in a must-have new book.
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