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The Centennial of Methodism in Singapore

1985 is the centennial year of Methodism in Singapore. Methodist
work was begun here in February 1885, largely through the efforts of
William F. Oldham, later Bishop Oldham. The work eventually spread to
Malaysia, Indonesia, and later included the work in the Philippines by
making it a part of the Singapore District.

A series of meaningful celebrations was held in February of this year
part of which included the publication of a centennial history entitled
Forever Beginning, the title for the bicentennial volume published for
American Methodism in 1966.

Articles about Singapore and Oldham appear in the Encyclopedia of
World Methodism and an excellent article by Bishop Theodore R.
Doraisamy entitled "Rescuing the Oldham Legend" was published in
Volume 18, No.1 (pp. 61-65) of Methodist History. The Bishop also wrote
a volume entitled Oldham Called of God.

However, little has been written about the important contribution of
Mrs. Marie Augusta Oldham to the work in Singapore and Malaysia.
Recently we received from Bishop Doraisamy pictures of both William F.
Oldham and his wife Marie Augusta. Included with the pictures was an ex
cerpt about 1'.1rs. Oldham written by Sophia Blackmore in her unpublished
autobiography. Ms. Blackmore was the first WFMS Missionary to
Singapore (1887). In addition Bishop Doraisamy included a few excerpts
from the brief writings of Mrs. Oldham.

Those wishing to study more about the Oldhams will find copies of his
addresses in the library of the Commission on Archives and History of The
United Methodist Church. Bishop DoraisanlY also reports having recently
received from Dr. Tyler Thompson a box of materials relating to the
Oldhams. Dr. Thompson discovered the material while going through the
effects of his father~in-Iaw, the Rev. Leonard Oechsli who had been
Oldham's protege, friend and trustee. Some of the nlalcrial relates to per-

250



Discovery 251

,,,.

I,: I

[J
I
\1

j

t I

1'1

J

t····.~.1>.:(

~ I
I

sonal finances and includes also a large amount of greetings from and cor
respondence with friends.

The tribute to Mrs. Oldham by Sophia Blackmore, and Mrs.
Oldham's brief excerpts follow:

Mrs. Oldham on Beginnings of Methodism in Singapore

Early beginnings are not as attractive to man.y as later developments.
But to those who have taken part in them they have a wealth of meaning
and encouragement that never lose zest or usefulness by repetition. Atrue
teacher has a mother instinct born in her which makes a youngster feel
perfectly at home with her. He, however, in accord with whatever has been
his home environment or lack of parental upbringing, will try her patience
and test her love. But he soon learns how far he may go without stepping
further.

Many illustrations could be given from our experience, both in our
school life and from our boarding department. We were by force of cir
cumstances several missionary families living together in a two-storied
building. I am not commending the plan, but one phase of it I would heart
ily commend, the earnestness and self-sacrifice of those who were engaged
in carrying on the enterprise. The plan was the only one we could use at the
time, "self-support." We made the best use of our earned resources by
halving and sharing them. Looking back we thank God for His guidance
and constant presence in every undertaking. I recall Dr. Thoburn's words
on one of his visits. "It pleases me greatly to find this happy peace loving
home. Mrs. Oldham how have you managed it?" I replied by agreeing to
disagree in non-essentials. (Written in Singapore, 17th January, 1935, the
time they visited Singapore for the Semi-Centennial celebrations).

Sophia Blackmore on Mrs. Oldham

How fully on her (Mrs. Oldham's) arrival in Singapore she gave
herself to the work! She first became acquainted with the people in their
homes and studied the Malay language in which she became quite
proficient. When the Anglo-Chinese School was established Mrs. Oldham
was occupied in the school both morning and afternoon, besides being in
charge of the boys who were boarding in their home. She visited among the
parents of the pupils and became acquainted with the mothers and sisters.
Her days were full of such active work as falls to the lot of pioneer mis
sionaries and Sunday perhaps was the busiest day of all. Her life in
Singapore was a round of self-sacrificing, self-forgetful, untiring service.
The story of the opening of the Methodist Mission in Singapore is well
known and if Mr. Oldham in a wonderful way brought things to pass, it is
also true, that his efforts were aided and encouraged by his faithful wife.
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