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ISABELLA THOBURN

EARL KENT BROWN

The United Methodist Bicentennial celebrates 200 years of
Evangelical United Brethren and Methodist history in the United States.
It is a time for meditation on the past. It is a time for anticipation of a
future yet to come-a future which hopefully will fulfill the promises of a
dist.inguished past. Thus the Bicentennial is justly a time for the
rediscovery of lost chapters of our past that speak to our present and
future.

As it happens the United Methodist Bicentennial celebration coin
cides with an upsurge of interest in women's history in the last decade. In
an increasing flood of publications, women and men as well have been dis
covering the line of splendid women whose contributuon has been so im
portant a part of our heritage. This shows itself in the revamping of United
Methodist history courses to reflect women's contributions. It shows itself
in papers presented at learned societies. It shows itself in doctoral disser
tations on outstanding women. It shows itself preeminently in the
Women's History Project of the General Commission on Archives and
History.

These two movements,. the bicentennial celebration of United
Methodism and the growing interest in women's history, call attention to
the really splendid contribution of women to the United Methodist tradi
tion in America. Women in the early history of Methodism found an ally
in John Wesley as they sought to discover the ways and means t(iaqdress
their spiritual needs and to express their joy and testimony. In other places
the present author has written:

In Mr. Wesley's Methodism-i.e. the Methodism of the eighteenth century~women

became public speakers, class and band leaders, intimate advisors to the Wesley
brothers and other male leaders; school founders and teachers; visitors of the sick, the
prisoner and the backslider; ministers' wives; leaders of female support groups;
itinerants; patrons, and models of the Christian life for male and female alike.

* * * * * * * * * *
Methodist women in the earliest days played roles so remarkable, so profitable, and so
diverse in accomplishment that the historian will look far indeed to find their like in all
the history of Christianity.1

\"Women of the Word," in H. F. Thomas and R. S. Keller (eds.), Women in New Worlds.
(Abingdon, 1981), p. 70, and Earl Kent Brown, Women ofMr. Wesley's Methodism. (Mellen
Press, 1983), p. 113.
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208 Methodist History

In the new world as well women played distinctive roles of leadership.
The story of Barbara Heck and the founding of the first Methodist society
in New York has been lovingly retold for generations. 2 But basically the
circuit rider and frontier style of Methodist organization in America was
not well designed for women to rise to connectional leadership. Women
were active leaders in local classes and churches. Often they were the
motivating forces behind the push to create new organizations. They did
valiant service as class leaders, attendants at meeting, educators of
children in the faith, hostesses for travelling evangelists and in a host of
other roles. However they could not serve as circuit riders. A lone woman
travelling on the frontier would have so stained her reputation as to com
promise her religious leadership. Moreover, a male chauvinist prejudice
that was quite at odds with Mr. Wesley's accepting position on female
leadership emerged with particular virulence in America. Women were ex
cluded from ordination and forbidden to preach. As late as 1880 the licen
sing of women local preachers could provoke scandalized comment and
sexist legislation from the Methodist Episcopal General Conference.
Women like Anna Oliver and Anna Howard Shaw, who dared think they
might be ordained, were rejected flatly by their mother denomination.
Even when, as in the New York Methodist Protestant Conference, a more
open attitude was dominant for a brief time, the ordinations were later
challenged as illegal, or improper, or at least irregular.

Excluded by circumstances and male sexism from the ordained
clergy, and thus from the hierarchy of power within the church, women
found other routes by which to escape the stereotypes and express their
sense of vocation. The voluntary society provided a model for such
endeavors.s In all five of the root denominations of modern United
Methodism, women's "societies" appeared between 1869 and 1887
dedicated to the foreign and home missionary endeavor. "Society" was
Mr. Wesley's term for his own early structures for spiritual nurture and
uplift. Those societies were not separate from the mother church, but
worked within the mother church to achieve purposes the church's own
hierarchy would not address. Similarly the women's "societies" became
feminist enclaves within the mother church in which women organized to
raise money from women, to send women workers under the supervision of
women leaders to far off India and China or into the heart of the American
cities, and there to serve women in need. The voluntary society motif was
also found in structures like the Women's Christian Temperance Union

20ne example is found in Emory Bucke (cd.), The History of American Alethoc/ism.
(Abingdon, 1964),v. 1, pp. 76-77.
3The present author has discussed the operational modalities of female leadership in male
dominated churches in "Women in Church History: Stereotypes, Archetypes and
Operational Modalities," Methodist History, v. xiii (1980), pp. 109-32. See also my
"Archetypes and Stereotypes: Church Women in the Nineteenth Century," Religion in L(k.
v. xliii (1974), pp. 325-336.
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and the National American Women's Suffrage Association. In such
groups Christian women bonded together across denominational lines to
attack problems in society from a Christian stance.

The story of these endeavors is only beginning to be told in our own
time. In the remainder of this article we turn to a discussion of the life and
career of one of the pioneer lay women leaders of Methodism in America.
The name of Isabella Thoburn is well known in United Methodist mis
sionary circles, because the college she founded in India still bears her
name. The multifaceted woman which she was has somehow gotten' lost in
the fuzzy memories of yesteryear, however. When one considers how great
was her contribution and what an impressive woman she really was, this
fact is hard to understand. Miss Thoburn's life and career should be an im
portant datum in the minds of modern laypersons-male and female-as
they consider their own roles in the third century of the United Methodist
quest.

Isabella Thoburn was born March 29, 1840 on the family farm near
St. Clairsville, Ohio. She was the ninth of ten children and the fourth of
five daughters born to a Scotch-Irish immigrant couple who had settled in
Ohio in 1825. Her father was a man of strong character and a Methodist
class leader. Isabella was to have only limited memories of him, for he died
when she was ten. It was her mother who was the primary influence. She
was a woman of both moral and physical courage, to whom it came
naturally to go to nurse neighbors sick of the dread smallpox. From her
mother she learned what she would later call "the law of service." That
law is that we are on earth to serve, not to be served, even as our Lord
came to minister, not to be ministered unto. Thirty years after she had left
family home and hearth, she would remember. A student asked her why
she had come to India. She replied, "It was my mother. She made us feel
we must help those who needed us most." 4

Isabella attended the nearby district schoolhouse where instruction
was apparently of good, but hardly outstanding quality. There is no
evidence that she shone as a young student. She would herself remark that
she did not awaken intellectually until her sixteenth year. In addition to
the local school she had a year at the Wheeling, Virginia Female Seminary
and another year at the Cincinnati Academy of Design. With such
background she was considered ready to be a teacher herself, and she
sought employment in one or another of the women's "seminaries" of the
era-i.e. in a private secondary school for girls.

Religiously hers was not the customary course for a nineteenth cen
tury Methodist. She was baptized as an infant, of course. She attended
Sunday school and church regularly from an early age. But she joined the
church late-at age nineteen. The reason was that the era somehow rather
assumed one had to be converted first, and then one joined the church.

·James Thoburn, Life of Isabella Thobum. (Jennings and Pye, 1903), p. 368.

p-'-----



210 Methodist History

Conversions took place typically at revivals, and the church at St.
Clairsville was not given to frequent revivals.

Instead the foundations of her faith were laid in Christian nurture at
home and in the church. Perhaps, as her contemporary Horace Bushnell
would have put it, she grew up never knowing herself to be anything else
but a child of God. Hence a "conversion," in the classical sense, seemed
relatively unimportant to her. When she was nineteen her favorite brother,
James, left for India as a Methodist missionary and preacher. The emo
tion of the parting was profound. Both she and her younger sister resolved
to join the Methodist Episcopal Church. She was enrolled as a probationer
in the Fourth Street Methodist Episcopal Church, Wheeling, Virginia and
assigned to a class meeting. Though she never experienced a classic
"conversion" moment, her brother James said of this period of her life:
"The fact [of her relation to Christ] she did not doubt, but she was not able
to fix a date for the great change. It is probable that her spiritual life really
dated from early childhood." 5

When the Civil War broke out in 1860 she was teaching in Wheeling,
Virginia. The war was most divisive, even within her family. All her
brothers-in-law and three brothers were in the Union army. All her
Georgia cousins were in the Confederate army. She lived in Virginia, but
in a western portion which had little sympathy for the course of the Old
Dominion in the war. Her own sympathies were with the cause of anti
slavery. She collected hospital supplies and even considered going to the
front as a nurse. In fact, she remained with her pupils, moving from
Wheeling to similar "seminaries" in New Castle, Pennsylvania and West
Farmington, Ohio. The latter was a most "progressive" school with both
boy and girl students.

There is no evidence that Isabella dreamed early of becoming a mis
sionary. This is not surprising, since in the 1840s and 1850s the Methodist
Episcopal Church had not yet learned the vocation many women have for
religious leadership. Neither had it yet discovered its own need. There had
been male Protestant missionaries in North India less than fifty years
when she was born. When her brother went out in 1859, there had been
Methodists there only two years. Some were accompanied by their wives,
who sought to serve the women in their very limited spare time. The notion
of a single young woman turned loose on the sub-continent was enough to
give a missionary secretary nightmares. But the church's need would over
come the church's hesitancy. There were not enough male volunteers.
Moreover, there were places male missionaries, with the best of intentions,
could not go. There were needs the male missionaries could not satisfy.
Male missionaries could not enter the precincts of the zenana where
"secluded" women lived out their lives. Neither would males be trusted
with the instruction of the young daughters of the society.

r.lhid., p. 22.
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It was her brother who first opened the possibility. His work in India
had convinced him there was a promising future community of Christians
there. But what of women's and girl's education? The finances did not exist
to found a girl's school in every village where there were Christians. Yet
sound education was important if the girls were to be properly prepared
for Christian life and Christian witness in India. He wondered about the
possibility of founding a central residential school for Christian girls.
"Almost thoughtlessly" he broached the idea in a letter to Isabella. 6 By
return mail-i.e. five months later-he had her eager response. She was
ready to leave as soon as the road might be opened. It wasn't open yet.
Some missionaries were fearful. Society administrators quailed at the
thought of "innocence abroad." There was no money, but the seed had
been sown. It was further tended when Lois Lee Parker and her husband
returned on furlough from India.

In 1868 Mrs. Parker and her husband Edwin had completed nine
years of service to the church in India. For Mrs. Parker, it was but the
beginning of a sixty year career of such service. In India she had found
time between her other duties to nurture her concern for the Indian
women-particularly the young women and the zenana women who had
little service from the church leadership. She came home with her heart
and mind filled with this need and with a vision of a possible means to their
assistance.

On her way to her furlough home in Massachusetts, she stopped off in
Ohio and met Isabella. She opened the need of India to the twenty-eight
year-old teacher. Isabella thought she heard the call of God-but how was
the call to be fulfilled? Mrs. Parker provided the way. In Massachusetts
she shared her concern with all that she met during the winter and spring
of 1868-69. By March she was ready to "go public." The ladies of
Massachusetts Methodism were invited to a meeting at Tremont Avenue
M. E. Church. The day proved inclement with pounding rainstorms, and
only five ladies appeared to hear Mrs. Parker's presentation. She told
them of the need, and she told them there was a young teacher in Ohio who
was ready and willing to go. The ladies resolved to do the Methodist thing.
They created a committee.

The committee wrote a constitution and by-laws which were approved
by a larger group later. They also contacted the Methodist Mission Board
in New York. The male leaders of this august body encouraged the women
to raise all the money they could. But they also made it clear that
they-the Board-would be graciously pleased to spend the money on the
projects which they, in their male wisdom, found most worthy.

This was not at all what the ladies had in mind. The cause that excited
them was the need of the women of India. They were women responding to
a need of women. It was not that they thought the men in New York were

6Ibid., p. 34.
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212 Methodist History

men of ill-will. It was just that they were men. The ladies' experience had
taught them that all too often men, with the best of intentions, do not un
derstand fully the issues women raise, the needs they feel or the priorities
they set. Whatever else the Women's Foreign Missionary Society was to
become, it was going to be run by women and for women.

The ladies went rapidly about their business of organizing and money
raising. In later years they would become a formal agency of the Church,
but only after they were assured they would be a self-directing feminine
enclave within that Church. By the following year they were ready to
finance the missions of Isabella Thoburn and Dr. Clara Swain to India.

When they wrote to advise her to pack and make ready, Isabella
replied:

Long as I have anticipated this appointment, it seems all new and strange to me now.
. . . I cannot see how such an ignorant child could have dared to expect such a trust. I
know nothing at all except to believe that if God has indeed chosen me to serve him in
this way, he will not leave me unprepared for the service.... I am grateful to the
ladies of the Society for the appointment and trust that with God's blessing I shall not
disappoint their expectations.?

She went out via London and the Suez Canal, newly opened by the
Empress Eugenie just the year before. Arriving in Bombay after two
months, it took almost as long again to get to the Northwest Provinces,
travelling by train, bullock train and carriage. They reached Bareilly, 125
miles east of Delhi, just in time for annual conference. They were
generously received. When the appointments were read Dr. Swain
remained in Bareilly to found the hospital that bears her name today. Miss
Thoburn was sent to Lucknow, 150 miles to the southeast, for work among
women.

Lucknow is in the center of the Ganga basin. The Ganges itself is fifty
miles to the southwest, the Gogra fifty miles to the northeast. It is blister
ing hot and dusty from April to June. It is blistering hot and wet or muggy
from June to September. The winter months are lovely, but they don't last
long enough. It had been a princely capital in Moghul days-the seat of
the Nawab of Oudh. In 1870 it was still larger than Delhi and had many
fine homes and a rich tradition. Isabella Thoburn would consider it
"home" for the rest of her days.

Exactly what her work was to be was still ill-defined. Even her brother
was not quick to realize that ladies sent out for the work were missionaries
in the full sense, with a task fully as important as his own. A few days after
she arrived, he passed her a letter for copying. This was a burdensome task
in the days before typewriters and xerox machines. She did it, and again
some days later; but then she commented that she could find use for a
copiest herself. Her brother later wrote:

I had to reconsider the situation, and once for all accept the fact that a Christian
woman sent out into the field was a Christian missionary, and that her time was as

?Ibid., p. 50.
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precious, her work as important and her rights as sound as those of the more conven
tional missionaries of the opposite sex. The old time notion that a woman ... is only a
helper ... an assistant is based on a very shallow fallacy.8

It is characteristic of Miss Thoburn that she made her point without a con
frontation. She knew that the gifts of the Spirit are showered on men and
women alike. Those who came to know her soon realized it too.

The situation which she faced was a difficult one. Indeed, the whole
condition of women in India was difficult. The problem had several
aspects. One difficulty was the clearly subordinate role of women in Indian
family life. It seemed to Miss Thoburn that obedience to priests and
husbands was almost "the religion" of Indian women. 9 Certainly the In
dian woman was not encouraged to think for herself. She noted that the
Corinthian woman was told she must ask her husband if she wanted to
know something. The Indian woman, she opined, "must not want to
know." 10

Another problem arose from the large number of Indian women who
were secluded in the zenana-i.e. the portion of the house set aside for the
use of women. The system originated in Islam and was most common in
former Islamic capitals like Lucknow. However, the Hindus had also
adopted the custom, in part to protect their women folk and in part as a
kind of prestige symbol. The man who could afford to keep his women in
high zenana style was clearly prosperous and worthy of respect. Even some
women saw their way of life as a measure of prestige. However, the zenana
was closed to all males except the husband or the young sons, so male mis
sionaries had no access. The women with the leisure to study were thus
precisely the hardest to get to.

Literacy for females was not highly regarded anyhow. There were few
models of well-educated women in India. Males were increasingly being
educated, because literacy was the key to promotion in government ser
vice, the professions and business. But women were not expected to do any
of these things, so why bother to educate them? As late as the census of
1901, thirty years after Miss Thoburn came to Lucknow, the .female
literacy rate was less than one-fourteenth that of the male literacy rate. ll

Other problems centered in the institutions of child marriage and
widowhood. In India marriage could take place at any age, including even
babyhood. Such a girl then disappeared into the zenana. If her husband
predeceased her, her situation became very difficult indeed. The practice of
suttee had been outlawed in 1828, so wives no longer were expected to as
cend their husbands' funeral pyres. But there was still no comfortable
place for the widow in Indian society. The question was, "if we don't burn

8Ibid., p. 98.
9lbid., p. 364.
lOIbid., p. 369.
IIStatistics from the 190 I census of India, cited in James Thoburn, The Christian Conquest of
India. (Young Peoples' Missionary Movement, 1906), p. 66.
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the widows, what else is there to do with them?" She could not marry
again, according to custom. Worse, she was often treated as if some
monstrous sin on her part was being punished by her husband's decease. In
orthodox Hindu families the widow was expected to shave her head, fast
weekly, avoid certain foods and live somewhat apart from the family. She
was treated as an outcaste in a society where caste was almost everything.
In 190 I there were nearly 26,000,000 widows in India. Nearly 400,000 of
them were under age fifteen.

The role of women here described explains why the prospects for a
woman seeking education were so poor. Her family and friends would dis
courage her. Her husband and religious tradition would discourage her.
Even some of the missionaries would discourage her, for fear such girls
might be "educated out of their place": their place being one of grateful,
graceful dependence upon their white friends and benefactors. 12 Even
Alexander Duff, who labored thirty-six years to establish schools for In
dian boys, likened the task of educating the women of India to the attempt
to scale a wall fifty feet high. Miss Thoburn now proposed to scale that
wall.

Before Miss Thoburn's time education for girls had begun under cer
tain limited conditions. Orphanage girls were educated. There were also a
few zenana schools taught by a missionary wife or a native "Bible
woman." There were a few day schools, and there had been one short-lived
experiment with a boarding school. All of these efforts were taught in the
vernacular-i.e. in Urdu or Hindi. All of them had also been of short dura
tion and conducted in a rather hit or miss basis due to financial and per
sonnel problems. Miss Thoburn intended to establish a lasting consistent
program of education. Moreover, she intended that her girls should learn
English, for an English education in the 1870s was the only route to the
higher branches, or to a university. It was not that the prior experiments
were wrong. Zenana schools would continue, as would some day and
orphanage schools. But the problem was that all of the efforts heretofore
had sought a level of education for women less than that considered ap
propriate for men. She was convinced that "no people ever rise higher, as a
people, than the point to which they elevate their women." 13 Her dream
was to establish an educational pattern for the women of India as high as
any provided for Indian males.

On April 18, 1870 a beginning was made. The building was a one
room house in the bazaar. Six or seven local Christian girls were present.
One of their brothers stood guard at the door with a club, lest unwanted
attentions be attracted. Within a few weeks they moved to an unused mis
sionary bungalow, and the number of gi-rls reached seventeen. Still later
they moved into a rented house. After about a year, with Women's

12Helen B. Montgomery, Western Women in Eastern Lands. (Macmillan, 1910), p. 169.
13Thoburn, /sabella Thoburn, p. 78.
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Foreign Missionary Society help, she acquired the Lal Bagh-i.e. the
'"Ruby Garden." It was a house on a plot of nine acres ofland. The house
was spacious, built for the last royal treasurer of the Nawab of Oudh. It
had been long vacant, and they got it for a bargain price of $7,000. The
building was of burnt brick covered with stucco. It had a long portico
across the front and two large rooms where up to one hundred could meet
at once. There were also six bedrooms and a storeroom. Across the garden
they built a school building of six classrooms. The old zenana became
teacher housing. Later a '"hostel" or dormitory was erected in the garden.
On this site the day school was converted into a girl's boarding school in
1872.

The intent was to serve Indian Christian girls who could not get a
good education in their local towns or cities. Eurasian girls and some
western girls also attended. Even a few Muslim and Hindu girls were ad
mitted over the years. This was because it was needful to demonstrate that
Christians and others of different races and backgrounds could live
peaceably together. She wrote to a friend, "It has seemed to me that part
of my work in India was to bring Eurasians, natives and English people
together and make them love each other." 14 The way to do that was not to
preach or make rules. It was to provide a living example. The costs of the
school were borne by the Women's Foreign Missionary Society. The girls'
families were expected to pay for their board costs at a rate of $2.50 a
month. Within a few years girls were coming as far as one thousand miles
to attend.

The central subject was English-much desired in India in the
nineteenth century, for it was the route to higher learning. To English was
added Urdu or Hindi-each girl being required to learn to read and write
her mother tongue. Then came mathematics, geography, physiology,
music, art and literature and history. Religion was both an intentional and
an incidental part of the curriculum. Girls took courses in Bible and
religion every term. The texts used in English and literature classes were
often the Scriptures or other Christian writings. The older girls "went out
with missionaries and Bible readers to the village and zenana schools as
assistant teachers. She was determined that "moral education" have the
primary place. Without it she was sure that their efforts would neither help
India nor the girls.

Miss Thoburn's leadership style involved personal contact with each
girl. Much of the time she lived in the dormitory matron's room. It was
noisy, but she got to know the girls. She rang the rising bell herself, made
her own bed and dusted her own room. She was in the kitchen daily to see
the food was properly prepared. She ate what the girls ate. She had a par
ticular concern for the ill. Those who were most sick would be brought to
her own room where she could comfort them through the long hours of the

HIbid., p. 95.
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night or a high fever. She taught some of the most difficult classes. She
also taught some of the most difficult and least promising students. And
through it all, she was clear that education was not an end in itself.

Mental development is not the only work of our girls' boarding school. There, more
than any other place, we are shaping the home life, the social life, and through these
the whole character of Christian India. The stamp we put upon our girls they will im
press on their households, and from these the influence will go out into communities
and down through generations. 16

A student wrote after her death, "Is it any wonder that her girls
almost worshipped Miss Thoburn? She not only tried to make us good, but
she really loved us." 16

Her first furlough came in 1880, after ten years in Lucknow. Her se
cond followed six years later, when illness became so serious that she was
ordered home and could not return for four years. It was on these
furloughs that she undertook other duties. One of these was as an effective
propagandist for Indian female education. At first she was hesitant abolit
speaking out in church. meetings. She knew all about the Pauline
prohibitions in I Corinthians and II Timothy. She did not want to alienate
potential supporters. In 1880, in Kansas, she was earnestly urged to speak
at a Presbyterian church. She refused but finally agreed to sit in the front
pew and anwer questions. The result was predictable. Soon she was stand
ing, facing the crowd, in order to be heard. As the questions came, her
answers grew longer, and she linked one issue to another. At the end of the
hour she realized that she had at least given an address in church, and that
she had come perilously close to preaching. Thereafter she took up the new
task cheerfully, remarking: "If there is anything wrong about this, you
must bear me witness that the Presbyterians are responsible for iL" 17

Returned to America in 1886, seriously ill, she gradually recovered
her strength. The doctors warned, however, that she was not yet ready for
the Ganga Basin in the monsoon season. As she began to feel better she
threw herself into another work. The Methodist Deaconess Movement
originated in Germany in a day when ordination was not an open option
for women in the Methodist Episcopal Church. A deaconess was a woman
who wished to dedicate her life and her labors to God and to a ministry of
service to those in need wherever in society they might be. The women
were unordained, but they were "consecrated" by the church and lived un
der a disciplined rule as they pursued their "ministry." They wore a simple
black full-length dress, a white cap and a white collar. Where possible they
lived communally. The earliest deaconesses were nurses and hospital ad
ministrators. They soon branched out into various types of educational,
counseling, administrative, calling and other ministries of the church.

1
6 Ibid., p. 175.

16Ibid., p. 365.
17Ibid., p. 162.
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The constituencies of the deaconess were the poor, the neglected, the
afflicted in body and mind, the victims of society. Late in 1887, her health
now partially recovered, Isabella was invited to head a department for
deaconess training in Chicago-the first such school in America. The ex
act form of the work was new to her, but she discovered that her seventeen""
year apprenticeship on the streets of Lucknow stood her in good stead.
Suffering humanity is suffering humanity; the sick are the sick; sin is sin;
whether it is in Chicago or the Oudh. Joyously she discovered that the
presence of God is the same as well. After a year at the Chicago school,
she became the founding director of the new Gamble Deaconess Training
School in Cincinnati. For several months after its founding, she was chief
administrator of Christ Deaconess Hospital as well. She was to wear the
garb of the deaconess for the rest of her life.

By late 1890 her doctors were willing to hear her pleas to be allowed
to return to India. A major task awaited her. The Lal Bagh, and other
schools like it, had created a constituency of young Christian women
capable of university studies. The Anglo/Indian system provided for tak
ing of examinations at university centers. The question was, "Where are
the girls to do the college level work to prepare for such university ex
ams?" More basically the question was, "Is there to be a college at the Lal
Bagh?" Predictably, Miss Thoburn's answer was a loud "yes." Indeed,
some beginnings had been made while she was away. But the resources
were inadequate, and she found that there were many who questioned the
wisdom of expending limited resources on such a venture. In response she
wrote:

We have taught the [the girls] that, though women, they have minds that are capable
of receiving education and that require it. Shall we now teach them that they require
less, and are less capable than their brothers? For [men] missionary societies provide
schools of all grades ... But in all Asia there has not been one Christian [college] for
young women, and even now there is little sympathy with the attemptY

The new college, Lucknow Woman's College, was first affiliatep with
Calcutta University to prepare for the First Arts (two year) exams. After
1894 they were affiliated with Allahabad University for the First Arts, the
First Science, the B.A. and B.Sc. degrees. The survival of thschool was in
doubt for a time. Few girls stayed single long enough to finish college. The
number of prospective candidates was limited. About 1890 one scoffer
noted the gift of a microscope to the college with the comment-"It's first
use will be to locate the college." But in 1891 two frosh entered. There
were four more the next year, nine in 1894 and eleven in 1896. The first
B.A. was taken in that year by the daughter of aLai Bagh graduate.

Another problem was the recruiting and keeping of qualified
leadership for the schools. Staffing the Lal Bagh had been difficult. Finding
and retaining qualified leaders for college level work was still more

18Ibid., pp. 190-191.



218 Methodist History

difficult. The problem was not a lack of qualified and dedicated candidates.
A steady stream of them flowed from the States. However, thirty-year
tenures like Miss Thoburn's were rare. One difficulty was the unhealthy
condition of the sub-continent, where the young ladies met diseases to
which they had no immunity and for which the treatments were primitive
at best-cholera, plague, sleeping sickness, to name but a few. One young
teacher ate with the faculty one evening with no sign of distress. Miss
Thoburn was called to her bedside during the night. She was dead of a fast
developing cholera by dawn and buried by evening-twenty-four hours
after her meal with the faculty. Others, who did not die, had to be
furloughed home and proved unable to return. Another problem was
marriage. Isabella once laughingly remarked she was running a
matrimonial bureau. Single young male missionaries, sent out by the
church board, found the gathering of respectable young single ladies at
Lucknow irresistible. Most such women stayed in India with their
husbands, but they were lost as teachers in Lucknow. As others started
schools at Cawnpore, Naini Tal, etc., they looked to the Lucknow faculty
for their head mistresses and teachers as well, thereby weakening Miss
Thoburn's faculty. Keeping her two schools properly staffed has been a
recurring problem ever since her time.

The inadequacy of the physical plant at the Lal Bagh created still
another complex of problems. The Lal Bagh was becoming crowded.
University officials increasingly argued that the college should be on a
separate campus from the secondary school. Miss Thoburn agreed. In
1895 she acquired a new campus and began construction. Cost overruns
were enormous due to the difficulties of building in the tropics. The whole
first year's construction was demolished by the worst floods of the century.
She took her third furlough in 1899 mainly to raise money to pay for the
new buildings.

Despite the problems, the work went forward. The vision remained
constant. She felt that most of the women of India who were capable of
speaking in public and taking leadership roles were Christians.

Their prominence is ... due ... to the freedom which the religion of freedom has
brought them, the education it has given them, and the duties to which it has called
them.... They stand as the representatives of all women of India as they will be when
they are free. 19

The motto of the college was "we receive to give." In her own time
the motto was proving true. In 1896 she reported twenty-eight former
students teaching school. One was a government inspectress of schools.
Several were in the Dufferin medical work. Ten were in medical school,
and others were in private practice. Two others ran an orphanage in
Allahabad. Her graduates would include the first Islamic woman doctor in
India, the first woman dentist in India, the first woman agriculturist

19Ibid .• pp. 287-88.
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and-mirabile dictu-the first woman in India to run a government school
for boYS.20

It is no wonder she knew her girls were good. One of them was
Lilavati Singh, a graduate of the Lal Bagh and the college. She returned to
the faculty in due time, and would probably have succeeded Miss Thoburn
as principal but for her untimely death. In 1899 she accompanied Miss
Thoburn to the United States. She spoke at an ecumenical missionary con
ference in New York where former President Benjamin Harrison was an
attendant. At the conclusion he remarked: "If I had given a million dollars
to foreign missions, and was assured that no result had come from it all ex
cept the 'evolution of one such woman as that, I should feel amply repaid
for all my expenditure." 21 A minister writing to a friend about a similar
address in Detroit wrote: "They listened to her with undisguised pleasure
and amazement. The only criticism I could make ... would be that she is
apt to get beyond the depth of the average Methodist pastor." 22

Miss Thoburn and Miss Singh returned to India May 5, 1900, with
the assurance that the money to pay the school's debts was in hand. She
was over sixty, but apparently in good health. Nevertheless, she died quite
suddenly, September 1, 1901, of a rapidly developing cholera. She had
recovered from the disease before, but this time she did not rally. She was
dead within eighteen hours of the onset of the disease and buried, as was
the custom, within another eighteen hours. There was sorrow, almost
despair, for a time. But it was not long before all were aware of the good
foundations she had laid. The following year the Women's Foreign
Missionary Society Executive Committee renamed the college "Isabella
Thoburn College." One may be inclined to agree with the acting prin
cipal-"It scarcely seems possible that such a reminder will ever be
necessary." 23

A remarkable woman-Isabella Thoburn. She speaks with a striking
clarity to our times. One hundred years ago she knew that "no people ever
rise higher as a people, than the point to which they elevate. their
women." 24 One hundred years ago she taught her brother that a Christian
woman missionary was as fully a missionary, her time as precious and her
work as important as that of the male missionaries. One hundred years
ago she knew that the freedom of the disciple, male or female, to work in
the Master's name must never be jeopardized. One hundred years ago she
knew that God never intended that the church should be divided into
"union" and "non-union" workers by excluding women from ordination.

2°Marjorie A. Dimmitt, Isahella ThoburIl College. (Preface dated 1962), pp. 6-7.
21Thoburn, Isabella Thobllrll, p. 322.
22Dimmitt. 0fJ. cit., p. 27.
23Ibid .. p. 31. The fact that an article such as the present one needs to be written about a cen
tury after the founding or the school indicates that the principal was in error in estimating the
length or popular memory.
24Thoburn. Isahella Thohllrll. p. 78.
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One hundred years ago she knew that the gifts of the Spirit are not given to
one sex and withheld from the other. One hundred years ago she knew that
the ancient Pauline prohibitions on women speaking in the church are not
immutable law for the whole history of the church, even if she did have to
get a push in the right direction from the Presbyterians. One hundred years
ago she knew that equal educational opportunities for women are the es
sential route to progress for women within the church and without. One
hundred years ago she knew that only when the women of the church are
fully empowered to those ministries for which they are uniquely qualified,
that only when women take their position side by side with men as full
members of the body of Christ, that only when women are both fully in
spired and fully enabled to answer the call of God that rings in their
heart-only then can the church hope to achieve that which by God's grace
she has the power to become.




