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For nearly a half century, from its inception in 1881 until 1925 when its
mandate was subsumed by the creation of the United Chuarch of Canada, the
Woman's Missionary Society (W.M.S.) of the Methodist Church of Canada
energetically promoted its church’s gospel of individual salvation and moral and
social reform in its far-flung mission fields in Japan, West China, and in Canada’s
frontier settlements and inner-city ghettos. Vigorous as the W.M.S."s spiritual
commission was, throughout its history, the Society was even more effectual as
a social agency which touched the lives of thousands of women in Canada and
abroad. Its Canadian lay members, the women o whom the Society ministered,
and the missionaries it employed 1o advance the W .M.S, cause at home and
abroad were all affected, some more beneficially than others, by their association
with the W.M.S.

As participants in a national association dedicated to the salvation and rescue
of women and children in Canada and the Orient, the membership of the vast
network of W.M.S, auxiliaries gradually gained some understanding of and
influence among women from unfamiliar cultures. Canadian women thus ex-
panded their own limited perspectives to develop a less ethnocentric, and more
alruistic, approach towards overseas missionary work. At the same time, women
in both urban and rural communities grasped the opportunity to acquire the
business, administrative, and public-speaking skills which, arguably, laid the
essential groundwork to forge a more extensive and forceful women's movement
directed to social and potlitical goals.

Immigrant and native women in Canada became the recipients of the
Society’s well-intentioned, if sometimes misdirected, spiritual and material lar-
gess. In the Orient, women and girls welcomed the tangible advantages of
modem medical treatment and education and the more elusive benefits identified
with the self-csteem which the W.MLS. missionaries tried to encourage among
dependent women in these feudal patriarchal societies where foot binding,
arranged marriages, slavery, concubinage, female infanticide, and other forms of
discrimination against women were still commonplace.

Equally important, within the context of Canadian women’s history, the
W.M.S., in its capacity as an employer, afforded a unique career opportunity for
the more than 300 Canadian women whom it engaged between 1881 and 1925
as missionaries to execute its ambitious missionary programmes in Canada and
overseas. The Society became a flexible vehicle which allowed educated, single
middle-class women to join the minority of Canadian women of their day who
deliberately sought professional careers at a time when the domestic imperative
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was not easily challenged and when female employment outside the home was
still largely the province of single working-class women.

The formal recruitment policies defined by the W.M.S. appealed particularly
to educated single women from the small towns of Ontario and the Maritimes for
whom employment as W.M.S. missionaries offered an attractive, respectabie,
and exciting alternative to domesticity, on the one hand, and to the restricted
professional opportunities for women in secular carcers, on the other. Daughters
of the parsonage and of the mercantile and professional classes, often with several
years of previous experience in the work-force—most frequently as teachers, but
also as nurses, doctors, and church workers—and at an age beyend which
marriage was a statistically receding expectation, were especially attracted by the
Society’s appeals for workers in Christ’s vineyards. However, as the following
analysis illustrates, if all W.M.S. missionary recruits appear initially to have
possessed the same deep commitment 1o serving God and their fellows, they were
notequally successful or satisfied in their chosen vocation. The pattern of distinct
social and educational differentials among the recruits contributed, partly by
intent and partly through circumstances unique 10 a particalar mission field, 1o
the emergence of a hierarchical division of labour within W.M.S. missionary
work which inevitably consigned the least capable and least expericnced can-
didates to work among Canada’s native people and immigrants, and the most
accomplished, both socially and intellectually, 1o the politically more visible
overseas mission ficlds, especially Japan. In the long run, these disparities help
to explain why some women became carcer professionals, conlinuing with the
Society until death or retirement, some for thirty to forty years, while for others,
their single term with the W.M.S. merely bridged the years between dependence
on parents and the establishment of their own houscholds,

It has been possible, utilizing a variety of sources,  reconstruct for each of
the W.M.S, missionarics a biographical profile which consists of date and place
of birth, parental occupation, educational background, professional training, and
work experience, and from this data to examine the women’s collective charac-
teristics. What follows is an analysis of the backgrounds, and in particular, the
secular education and professional training, of a select group of women, Among
other things, this analysis offers evidence about the characteristics common to a
group of purposeful women who deliberately eschewed marriage and domesticity
for the sake of a professional career, Moreover, an examination of their education
and professional training clucidates the relationship between their apparent
qualifications and the work-related opportunitics available to them at the time to
define and to control the quality of their professional lives, especially the degree
of independence they sought, and partially realized, in a society and, more
particularly, a hierarchical institution traditionally controlled by men.

From its inception, the Society’s all-female Board of Managers, which also
acted as the candidate selection commitiee, had a fixed notion about the ap-
propriate qualifications and atributes for W.M.S. workers. 1t chose the mis-
sionarics painstakingly, considering their age, health, educational background,
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work-related experience, and, of course, thetr spiritual dedication. The Board
may have advertised publicly in the Christian Guardian and the Missionary
Qutlook for its candidates, but this broad appeal did not mean that any woman
activated by missionary zeal was necessarily endorsed by the Society. To deter
obviously unqualified and otherwisc unsuitable applicants or women who might
merely be seeking adventure or avoiding personal responsibilities from even
applying, and at the same time to ¢nsure the desired homogeneity among their
workers, the Society established explicit guidelines concerning the education,
experience, age, marital status, and moral character of its prospective agents.
This directive was published in the Society’s Annual Report where any woman
contemplating a missionary carcer could study it. Even when there were severe
shortages of recruits to fill vacancies left by unforeseen resignations, the Board
rejected applicants who did not conform to W.M.S, criteria.

Given the disposition of the job, it is not unexpected that the matter of
Christian duty and dedication headed the list of requirements. Firstand foremost,
a candidate “must believe herself divinely called to the work of a foreign
missionary, and assert her belief that she is activated only by a desire to work in
accordance with God's will,”  As evidence of her competence 1o function
effectively in a foreign field, the Board requested proof of “Christian usefulness
at home,”! usually verification from the woman’s minigter of her valuable
contribution to church life. A few years later, a more explicit challenge to the
intensity of the candidate’s spiritual devotion appeared with the question, “Do
you trust that you are inwardly moved by the Holy Ghost to take upon you the
work of a foreign missionary?” No serious candidate would have answered
negatively. Similarly, “Yes” was the only defensible response to the question of
whether a recririt had “an experimental knowledge of salvation through the
atonement of Jesus Christ our Lord™ as irrefutable confirmation of the personal
experience of conversion which persisted as a fundamental component of late
nineteenth-century Canadian Methodism.? The regulations went on 10 caution
potential candidates that, if chosen, the Society assumed missionary work would
be “the service of [their] effective years.” They were required (o “agree to give
at least five of these years of continuous service, as a single woman, 1o the work
of the Woman's Missionary Society, unless prevented by ill health.”* To
discourage impulsive or frivolous decisions, women who defaulied on the terms
of their initial contract or resigned on grounds other than illness before complet-
ing the first term were obliged (o repay a large portion, possibly all, of their
outfitting and travel expenses. This was no trivial consideration because, for a
missionary in the Orient, these costs could equal a year’s wages.

To maximize the W.M.S. employees’ potential and to try 1o guaraniee some
degree of maturity among the missionaries, the guidelines also specified age
limits for the recruits, At first, the Society accepted women aged twenty-two 10
thirty, and some women over thirly who exhibited “a thorough, intellectual
training, with a facility in languages, and a remarkable ability for Christian
work.”” In actuality, more than 25% of ail the missionaries and 46 of the 140
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home missionaries were at least 30 by the time they were hired, while 14 women
(10%) were 40 or older. Given a choice, the Board of Managers preferred mature
women 1o younger, less-scasoned recruits, however cager and energetic. After
1895, in response to serious internal problems in the Methodist Japan mission
which jeopardized the Society’s operations there, the Board and the senior staff
inJapan concluded that some of the youngest women had been unable 1o manage
their taxing responsibilities or to retaliate when the male General Board mis-
sionaries had tried to intimidate and coerce them., Consequently, the minimum
age for W M.S. missionaries was raised Lo twenty-five, allowing candidates three
more years 1o prepare for their assignments.

Finally, candidates were required to reply to questions about their education:
whether they had studied Latin or modern languages, their degree of “proficien-
cy” in languages, and whether they “readily acquire[d] the same.”’ The Board
also demanded “satisfactory testimonials in regard to scholarship,” with proof of
teaching experience or a knowledge of medicine and nursing, and, finally, a
medical certificate confirming arecruit’s physical fitness for the hardships which
might lie ahead.® From time to time, changes were implemented in the wording
of the stipulations, but these central requirements applied throughout the
Society’s history, Generally, they served the Society’s needs very well, In sum,
the W.M.S. demanded, as its representatives, clever, experienced, and devout
women, able, as Elizabeth Strachan, the Society’s veteran Corresponding
Secretary put it, to introduce the women of the world to the “Friend that sticketh
closer than a brother” and to “purify the home fountain, from which it is hoped
will flow clearer and sweeter streams into social, commercial and religious tife.”?
The demographic, social, educational, and religious profile of the women who
were selected as W.M.S. missionaries seems to substantiate the Society’s success
in attracting, in the flesh, its missionary prototype.

Among the several attributes which distinguished the W.M.S. missionaries
{rom the majority of Canadian women of the time, their hi gh levels of education
and their professional credentials seem the most exceptional. Whether or not
Canadian Mcthodist women generally were better educated than women of other
religious denominations cannot be confirmed on the basis of existing scholarship,
Methodists were, however, among the first Protestant denominations in Canada
to demonstrate concern about the availability and quality of education beyond
the elementary level for women. The opening of Upper Canada Academy in 1836
initiated the Methodist Church’s drive to educate its young women, although,
ironically, when the school was taken over by Egerton Ryerson in 1841, women
were 1o longer admitted,'® Nonctheless, by the last quarter of the nincteenth
century, higher education for women had become “a very respectable cause”
among Methodists, 1 particular, Methodist spokesmen advocated 2 good
education for women to strengthen their virtuous authority as wives and mothers,
and to extend their influence as patrons of public philanthropy and guardians of
individual and national morality as a remedy for the profiferation of social
problems confronting Canada and the world, Prominent Methodist clergy and
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laity boasted about their church’s enlightened and liberal attitudes towards
women. Buttheir open-mindedness was invariably tempered by the firmiy fixed
notion that the education and employment of women must continue to sustain
them intheir “separate spheres” o preserve traditional family and national valucs,
and to uphold women’s nurturing role. For example, in 1882, Rev. C. Payne
asserted, rather pompously, in the Canadian Methodist Magazine, that “no
religious body ever honoured woman as Methodism has done, and none ever
enjoyed so richly the fruits of her peculiar endowments.”** In 1888, in a
solicitation for “intelligent women™ to become religious workers, teachers, and
missionaries for the Methodist Church, the Christian Guardian argued that
women needed o be educated for these admirable positions, But, reflecting the
patriarchal nature of the church of the day which calculated women’s value
primarily in relation to the family’s requirements, the Guardian insisted that
women ought also to be educated as “intelligent companions of their husbands,
and wise and capable teachers of their children.”

On the other hand, Rev. Benjamin Austin, the first principal of Alma College,
a man with an understandable bias toward the education and employment of
women, contended that woman’s sphere was not nearly so limited as was
commonly supposed.14 The census of 1881 had recorded 227 occupations
employing women, and although he condemned cheap labour, Austin defended
a woman'’s right to carn a living in ¢ven the most conventional male trades—
“milking a cow, making a haorseshoe or packing shingles.”15 “No young
woman,” according to Austin, “should be placed in circumstances such as to make
marriage an only refuge from poverty or dependence on her friends, or from a
life of ennui.”'® "The editor of the Methodist Magazine, William Withrow, agreed
that education should provide women with some degree of independence and
choice about their futures. He

repudiate{d] the idea so commonly entertained that the higher education
of woman is only a lure to the gilded bower of matrimony, to enable her
to make her market in life to win a prize in the lottery of marriage. It
has loftier and sublimer ends than these—the development of the noblest
part of her nature,the intellect and the affections; the expansion and
culture of all her powers.”

Yet in spile of this eloquent verbiage, until at least World War I, even the
best-educated and most determined Canadian women faced the harsh reality of
sexual discrimination in their drive for educational and professional equality.
They continued, consequently, to gravitate 10 occupations which society had
designated as the special preserve of women.,

Becoming a missionary was not, initially, such an established female career.
Until the mid-nineteenth century, full-time paid missionary work had been a male
bastion which women infiltrated only very slowly in the face of intense public
sentiment against single women ventaring alone to isolated areas, especially in
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Africa and the Orient. Undl the founding of the W.M.S$., Canadian Methodist
missionary work was similarly a male preserve where missionaries’ wives might
serve as unpaid and usnally unacknowledged helpmates if they chose. Given the
circumstances and the lack of any precedent for professional women workers
within the Methodist church, the W.M.S. was fortunate in being able 10 atiract,
from the outset, young middle-class women whose interest in an education for a
carcer had so well equipped them for the challenge of missionary work.

Only one woman among the 190 W.M.S. missionaries for whom there is
adequate educational data had not completed an elementary education when she
applied to the Society. Because of her deficiency, the Board of Managers rejected
Myrte Armsirong as a candidate until she improved her educational qualifica-
tions. Four years as a secretary for the Toronto Bible Coliege, during which
Armstrong eamned a diploma in stenography and bookkeeping from a Toronto
technical school, assured the Board that she was competent to be assigned to work
among castern European immigrant groups in northern Alberta.!

High school attendance for girls was less routine than their enrolment at an
elementary school, especially in the 1870s and 1880s when high schools or
continuation schools were still located only in the larger towns and citics, where,
in some instances, restrictive twition fees were charged for high school instruc-
tion.* Yet, with the exception of Armstrong, the W.M.S. recruits in the sample
appear uniformly to have attended a secondary school, albeit some just long
cnough to obtain the minimum matriculation needed to register at a provincial
normal school or a model school as preparation for a teaching carecr, while others
remained until graduation. The proliferation of provincial diplomas and certifi-
cates, however, makes it impossible 1o determine exactly how many women
actually graduated from a high school.

Most of the women remained close to home for their high school education,
but at least 33 women (17%) in the sample left their families to attend one of the
several Methodist ladies’ colleges established by the last decades of the
nineteenth century to provide a suitable education for the dau ghters of the middle
and upper classes. This, of course, is a comment on the social background of
these women. Some, like Agnes Wintemute, enrolled at Alma College (which
had opened in her home town of St. Thomas, Ontario, under the auspices of the
Methodist Episcopal Churchin 1881 ).20 Several young women {or their parents)
chose another Methodist Episcopal school, Alexandra Coliege, the women's
affiliate of Albert College originally founded as the Belleville Seminary in
1857,2! or Ontario Ladies’ College which opened in 1874 in Whitby, or the older
Hamilton Ladies’ College (founded in 1858) until it closed in 1897.2% One in
five (12 of 64) of the Maritime recruits attended Mount Allison in Sackville, New
Brunswick, for at least a term.

Most Methodist ladies’ colleges offered the choice of two three-year
programmes at the high school level, both leading to the senior matriculation.
One course, which emphasized English, classical studies, and forei ¢n languages,
led to the Mistress of Liberal Arts degree, 3 while the less-exacting Mistress of
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English Language syllabus required advanced work in English but no other
languages.24 In 1886, nine years after women were first admitted to Victoria
University, in Cobourg, Methodist ladies’ colleges in Ontario became affiliates
of that unwcrs.1ty Some courses at the colleges were then approved for credit
towardsa B.A..> but the practice appears to have been abandoned in 1921 when
the Massey Foundation Commission to investigate the curriculum of Canadian
Methodist colleges concluded that this policy discouraged women from pursuing
auniversity degree.26 By 1920, Alma College at least had become more versatile,
if no less exclusive, offering in addition to preparation for high school and the
high school curriculum, instruction in music, commerce, arl, elocution, and
household science.

Women at Methodist schools had, in addition 1o their academic studies,
regular religious obligations to fulfill: daﬂ; chapel attendance, mealtime devo-
tions, and prayers and church on Sunday.” And, if Alma College was typical,
the colleges were frequently visited by missionaries of both sexes carrying out
their furlough obligations which required them to publicize their work for at Jeast
three months of their year’s leave. Moreover, after 1908, both Alma and the
Ontario Ladies’ College hosted Methodist Church summer schools which were
attended and taught by Methodist missionaries, 28 Consequently, the atmosphere
at these institutions, which, like their British counterparts, exuded “a strong
reforming ethos,"* was likely to generate and sustain more than a passing interest
in a future carecr as a missionary, while the exclusively female milicu of ladies’
colleges bred a sense of gender solidarity, an asset which later sustained the
women missionaries’ autonomy, especially against the male assaults on their
jurisdiction in overseas missions.

Those candidates who attended ladies’ colleges belonged to a privileged
group. The fees alone ensured that students were drawn from the prosperous
upper and middle classes. In 1890, Alma College advertised costs of $190.00 for
four terms to cover board, room, lights, fuel, laundry, instruction in music and
drawing, and calisthenics. If desired, riding lessons could be arranged at an
additicnal $15.00 for twelve sessions, According to Principal Anstin, Alma's
fees were the lowest in the country for a comparable education, 30 Nonetheless,
this kind of instruction for his daughters was quite beyond the means of, for
example, a carpenter whose hourly wage in 1901 was about twenty-five cents.
Even the fourteen daughters of clergymen ameng the W.M.S. missionaries
probably attended ladies’ colleges only because their fathers received a 50% fee
reduction. The elitism of these institutions became the target of biting criticism.,
Mount Allison Ladies’ College in particular, was denounced at the end of the
nineteenth century as a “finishing school for the children of wealthy fdmlhes
where the girls” clothing was increasingly elaborate and ostentatious.> Usmg
parental occupational data from 1903 o 1908, John Reid has demonstrated what
the fee schedules at these schools implied: women at Mount Allison may have
come from varied backgrounds, but children of labourers were in a distinct
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minority.33 Similar statistics available for the parents of the future W.M.S.
missionaries enrolled at ladies’ colleges confirm Reid’s conclusion.

For 65% of the women in the sample, attendance at high school, with or
without graduating, marked the end of their formal education. Almost 70% of
the women who did not continue to university began immediately to provide for
their futare by registering at a normal school, while another 9% entered nursing
schools. The others whose backgrounds can be documented attended various
business colleges and Bible institutes in Canada and the United States (o receive
specific training directed at a missionary career. On the other hand, one in three
wormen in the sample continued her format education at university, Although the
insufficient data pertinent 1o the educational levels of Canadian women make
meaningful statistical comparisons difficult, it is interesting to note that in 1941,
a year when most of the W.M.S. missionaries were still alive to have been
counted, only 6% of Canada’s female population reported some university as
their highest level of education.>* Clearly, the W.M.S. attracted a dispropor-
tionate share of Victorian Canada’s most-educated women.

The superior educational standing of the W.M.S. missionaries as a group is
probably associated with another of their shared characteristics, that is, their
overwhelmingly middle-class social background. That so many of the future
missionaries had middle-class origins is hardly surprising within the context of
late nineteenth and early twenticth-century Canadian Methodism. The women’s
backgrounds coincide, if not with the reality, at least with the prevailin g self-con-
ception of the Canadian Methodist Church of the day, which envisaged itself as
an institution sustained by a growing and prosperous middle class, and which
hoped to accommodate many of the nouveau riche as a part of the larger
constituency the church needed to pursue its ambitious designs for expansion at
home and abroad®® An examination of W.M.S. parental occupational data,
compiled from census and W.M.S. records (availabie for 120 of the women—a
smaller sample than for some other characleristics because occupational details
were difficult to locate) reveals that 25 (21%) of the fathers were farmers and 6
(5%) had other agricultural occupations (for example, miller, sawyer, and
stockdealer); 16 (13%) engaged in business or commerce as merchants and
manufacturers; 9 (7.5%) can be categorized, rather loosely, as tradesmen: car-
penters, butchers, and tailors. Three (2.5%) had retired, Only 2 fathers (2%)
were reported as labourers. The other half (59} were professionals—physicians,
teachers, and, above all else, ministers.*¢ In fact, 54 (45%) fathers were either
ordained ministers or, less commonly, missionaries. One in six of all W.M.S.
missionaries was raised as “a daughter of the parsonage,” while at least another
10% had one or more close relatives (grandfather, uncle, brother, sister) who were
ministers or missionaries. More significantly, one in three women stationed in
Japan wasa minister’s daughter, while half were related to members of the clergy,
afactor which, in the long run, may help 10 explain the high educational standing
and low ailrition among W.M.S. missionaries in Japan who surface as the
Society’s “aristocracy of labour.”
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For late-Victorian single women, however, middle-class statas was no
guarantee of a secure future. Although the minority of W.M.S. missionaries from
wealthy backgrounds did not pursue a career as a means of self-support and an
cconontic necessity, for most W.M.S, recruits, like the British middle-class
women described by Deborah Gorham, “thc role of sheltered flowers, or orna-
ments in the household, was unattainable.”>’ The meagre salary of a minister or
teacher could not be stretched to support several unmarried daughters who
remained at home. As Martha Vicinus suggests, after the death of their fathers,
“these daughters could expect little in the way of an income...and so had the most
to gain from the new educational and job opponunities.”gs By the late nineteenth
century, in Canada as in Britain, higher education and employment became
increasingly necessary and desirable for single urban middle-class and raral
women whose families could no longer support them because of economic
distress.> Consequently, many W.M.S. missionaries and their parents appear to
have sacrificed to obiain the best education available as an entrée to a career.

In 1881, when the W.M.S. began recruiting women missionaries, there were
few women university graduates (o conscript because of the limited opportunitics
for Canadian women to attend universities in their own country. In 1872, Mount
Allison University in Sackville, New Brunswick, and Queen’s University in
Kingston, Ontario, opened their doors 1o women, and in 1875 the first woman to
graduate from any university in the British Empire received her B.Sc. {rom Mount
Allison.*® In 1877, Victoria University, then in Cobourg, Ontario, admitted
women for the first time.*! But equal educational opportunities for women
gained support very slowly. Literature, art, and music were endorsed as dis-
ciplines suitable for women, but there was strong resistance to permitting women
1o attend medical and law schools. By 1900, however, women comprised 10%
of the university population. Most Canadian universities accepted women ap-
plicants on an equal status with men and, in theory at least, women’s presence
on Canadian university campuses was restricted only by academic standards or
{amily finances,

It is noteworthy that Maritime women were overrepresented among the
W.M.S. missionarics who had attended university. While 20% of all W.M.S,
missionaries were raised in the Maritimes, 38% of the university-educated
missionarics were Maritimers. One possible explanation for the disproportionate
number of Maritime university graduates may derive from the early Maritime
interest in women'’s university education and the strong presence of Mount
Allison as both a university and a ladics' college. Predictably, most of the
Maritimers had graduated from Mount Allison, while the majority of Ontario-
borm women chose the Methodist Victoria University which moved in 1892 to
Toronto.** Other recruits graduated from the University of Toronto, McGill, and,
after 1900, the University of Manitoba. Queen’s, a Presbyterian-supported
university, and McMaster, a Baptist institution, graduated just one W.M.S,
missionary each, but many of their womcn students made their way into Pres-
byterian and Baptist missionary forces.* fronically, the increased accessibility
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of university education for women was not reflected consistently in the educa-
tional standing of the W M.S. missionaries. Of the cighteen women born before
1871 and for whom adequate educational data were available, 22% had attended
university while, in apparent conformity with the growing access to university
education for Victorian women, 40% (30) of the 74 women born between 1872
and 1885 had earned a degree. But, only 25% of the 90 women born between
1886 and 1900 and who, presumably, had the greatest educational advantages
and options, had attended university. This suggests, among other things, that
after 1900 alternate career opportunities may have been available to more
university-trained women and that mission work had become a less-appealing
choice.

Like other women of their generation in North America and Britain, once at
university, the W.M.S. missionaries tended to follow traditional patterns of study.
Few departed from the conventional arts courses which would prepare them for
a career as a teacher and which were recommended by university administrators
as a background for missionary work.* Among the exceptions, Olive Markland
graduated in 1909 from Victoria in honours philosophy, and in 1921 Christina
Sturdy enrolled for a year in divinity at Victoria ¢ven though she had no prospect
at that time of ordination.*® Most others graduated with degrees in English or
modern languages and, after about 1900, home economics. Yet, no matier what
disciplines and courses the women selected, the university experience and living
away from home, as the majority did, exposed them to influences which changed
their perceptions of themselves and their aspirations, a transformation which
itself was a critical component of the W.M.S. educational process.47 As Carol
Bacchi has argued, a universily education sparked in the Canadian suffragists “an
activist frame of mind” because “the spirit of social reform infected the class-
room."*® And even if the cutriculum failed to prick the women's middle-clasg
consciences, there was a proliferation of voluntary philanthropic societies on the
campus 1o stimulate their social activism. For one W.M.S. recruit, her years at
Victoria and her membership in the Student Volunteer Movement, an aggressive
organization designed to enlist missionaries, “gradually impressed upon me that
perhaps God was asking this of me, even the offering of myself as a living
sacrifice,”

Some contemporary accounts, however, suggest that women university
students, especially those living in campus residences, did not always take their
work very seriously and that they were not only a privileged, but a pampered and
self-indulgent, even frivolous, circle. In her diary, Kathleen Cowan, a student at
Victoria University from 1907 until 1910 and a close friend of several future
W.M.S. missionaries, recounted to the last detail the daily routine of a small-town
girl away from home for the first {ime and living in Annesley Hall, the women’s
residence at Victoria. Many of her associates studied only when absolutely
necessary and spent their time (and lots of money) in the stores and tea-shops
along Toronto’s Yonge Strect. Apparently, they ironed their elaborate dresses
and curled their hair more than they studied Plato or Shakespeare.50 But Cowan’s
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diary also indicates that if universities of the time adopted a more vigorous role
in loco parentis than they now excrcise, the university was a less restrictive
environment than the family, and the judicious management of time and finances
and the mastery of personal relationships fell to the individual.

The W.M.S.’s Board of Managers recognized the value of the total university
experience as essential preparation for the “culture shock” of the mission field.
At university, the recrnits had shown themselves capable of accepting at least
some responsibility for their own actions. Furthermore, a B.A. was interpreted
as areliable indicator of general aptitude and, specifically, of the proficiency o
leamn the difficult Japanese or Chinese languages required to discharge W.M.S.
overseas duties. Hence, university education became the yardstick by which the
Board determined who was best suited for the coveted forcign postings. As a
consequence, 31% (52 of 165) of the women who became foreign missionaries
had university degrees, while fewer than 8% (11 of 140) of home missionaries
had attended a university, This disparity may have contributed to the high
turnover among home missionaries who had even more problems than overseas
missionaries adjusting 10 their unfamiliar environment and work, ‘Whether the
result of personal dissatisfaction with their work and living conditions or because
of less decisive carcer goals, 51% of home missionaries, in particular the women
posted among native peoples in northern British Columbia, an area with even
fewer of such nicetics of civilization as running water, indoor plumbing, central
heating, and cheap servants than Japan or West China, worked for the Society
for five years or less.

In 1891, with the opening of its West China mission, the Socicty began to
recruit both nurses and doctors to forge a chain of medical mission stations across
the province. Nurses were also hired to staff Methodist hospitals at Port Simpson
in northern British Columbia and at Lamont, Alberta. Approximately 7% of all
W.M.S. missionaries and 15% of the 84 women of the West China mission were
trained nurses. Until the late nincteenth century, nursing had not been regarded
as an appropriate career for well-bred women. Nurses had tended to be women
whose only other options to support themselves were domestic service, factory
work, or prostifution. The revoluiion in nursing and hospital administration
brought about by Florence Nightingale and her disciples after 1870 made nursing
an occupation for respectable women. In 1874, the first successful professional
nurses’ training school in Canada was cstablished in St. Catharines, Ontario.”!
In the following years, other nursing schools sprang up in its wake, usually in
connection with large urban hospitals which needed a secure supply of cheap
labour. Gradually narsing emerged as a “new bread-winning occupation,” offer-
ing adequate wages and status for single middle-class women.”? In 1900, in a
volume prepared for distribution at the Paris Industrial Exhibition, the National
Council of Women recognized nursing, along with teaching and medicine, as one
of the few professions open to women in Canada.®® After the tumn of the century,
with the increase in voluntary hospitalization among the middle classes, the
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nursing profession in Canada underwent a rapid expansion from 280 student and
graduate nurses in 1901 10 5,600 in 1911 and 30,510 by 193054

Several W.M.S. missionaries both traincd and worked as graduate nurses at
prestigious nursing schools in the United States. Fannie Forrest (born 1874) of
Dundas, Ontario, graduated from Boston University Hospital; another small-
town woman, Caroline Wellwood from Wingham, Ontario, also born in 1874,
trained in Washington, D.C., while Martha Barnett of Ottawa and Violetta
Shuttleworth of Rossean, Ontario, did postgraduate work at New York City’s
famed Bellevue Hospital. Some, like Mary Assom of Canmore, Alberta, who
attended the School of Nursing at the Ensworth Deaconess Hospital in St. Joseph,
Missouri, remained in the United States to work > perhaps because, as one
Canadian hospital administrator recalled, “The American schools offered far
greater attractions, and...gave many clever, ambitious women an outlet for their
abilities and numbers of them assumed leadership in the rising profession.”56
Consequently, like the university graduates, by the time they joined the W.M.S,
ranks, professionally trained nurses too had severed many of the connections
which bound them to their families, establishing a degree of independence and
autonomy unfamiliar to most of their contemporaries who were still accountable
to fathers and husbands.®’

Between 1891 and 1925, the W.M.S. also hired nine women doctors to staff
the West China mission stations. Unlike the nurses, only one doctor, Maude
Kiltam, left Canada to receive her medical training. Because the most vigorous
stage of the battle for women’s entrance to Canadian medical schools had already
been waged before the W.M.S. began to enlist its medical force, Killam, a Nova
Scotian, might, had she wished, have attended Dalhousie University Medical
School (which opened its doors to women in the early 1890s) or several other
medical schools in central Canada. But, presumably because her family could
afford it, and because of its excellent reputation, she chose the Women’s Medical
College at the New York Infirmary.>® Retta Gifford (Kilborn) graduated in 1891
from the Woman’s Medical College in Toronto, as did Anna Henry in 1898,
Mabel Cassidy in 1902, and Olive Rea in 1903, May Austin and Florence
O’Donnell, both natives of Halifax, graduated from Dalhousie Medical College
shortly after 1900. For at least two of the doctors, medicine was not their first
career, although it may have been their ultimate goal. For example, Lily Snider
(M.D., Toronto, 1918) taught for three years after she received her B.A. in 1913,
and Ada Speers of Brandon, Manitoba, taught for seven years before she entered
medical school. Speers, whose father died when she was thirteen, used her
savings from teaching to finance her medical Lraining.59 Her case exemplifies
“the marginality of [middle-class] status” among W.M.S. missionaries.

While most W.M.S. missionaries were equipped for the usual female carcers
as teachers, nurses, or even doctors, some recruits, because of ability, financial
constraints, family and home obligations, or personal preference, prepared for
the future in less academic ways. About 4% of all the missionaries attended a
business college and, as W.M.S. operations, especially in foreign fields, became
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more complex, the Board of Managers acknowledged the need for more women
whose backgrounds encompassed business, accounting, and stenographic skills.
Women with musical training, too, were preferred by the Society because musical
instruction was an inducement to upper-class Japanese to enrol their daughters
in the exclusive girls’ schools which the W.M.S. operated in Japan. In addition,
music was essential to the success of the evangelical mectings which the Society
sponsored. While only four or five women were graduates of a conservatory of
music, many others cited some musical expertise in their applications, One in
four of the women appointed to Japan had received some musical instruction,
privately, as part of the curriculum at a ladies’ college or as a student at the
Toronto or Halifax Conservatory of Music. Olive Lindsay, who went to Japan
in 1912 and who eventually became an ordained minister, not untypically had one
vear of vocal instruction, a year of violin, and several years of piano to her
credit.?! The emphasis the Society placed on their missionaries’ musical ac-
complishments and, to a lesser degree, the artistic diversions such as oil or china
painting which the recruits enumerated in their applications suggests that many
of the women, like the daughters of British Victorian middle-class families, were
still “expected 1o adom the household with their skills in music, painting and
fancy needlework.”®* The Board of Managers, composed of equatly well-bred
women, took all these talents into consideration when evaluating the applications.

The Board, however, regarded relevant work expericnce as a more practical
element in the preparation of its missionaries, After their formal education or
professional training was completed and before they made their pledge to become
missionaries, at least three-fifths (61%) of all the future W.M.S. workers had
already been employed outside the home. Moreover, because the Board of
Managers rejected women younger than twenty-five, many candidates had ex-
iensive work experience when they applied to the Society. Some, like Martha
Cartmell, the first W.M. S, missionary sent to Japan in 1882, came to missionary
work in their mid-thirtics as an alternative to other well-established careers, in
her case as a school teacher. Most recruits, especially the university graduates,
were in their late twenties, Their age suggests that many women planned
carcfully for their careers, grooming themseives expressly for missionary work
through suitable employment as teachers and medical personnel. The 143
women for whom data were available had worked an average of 4.4 years, long
enough 1o ensure that their seif-reliance, which for many had been first estab-
lished at a university, normal, or nursing school, became a fact of life. As
wage-earners, then, even hefore they joined the Society, many W.M.S. hopefuls
were among those independent, self-supporting single women who, to ¢ite one
prominent Victorian medical authority, had established for themselves “a sphere
of usefulness and happiness second only to that of happily married women.”

In particular, many of them had carved out their niche in the teaching
profession where, by the 1870s, women outnumbered their male counterparts in
spite of the unmistakable discrepancies in salaries and opportunitics between
male and female teachers.5* More than one in threc (123) of all W.M.S,
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missionaries had attended a provincial normal school, either directly after high
school or after university, to acquire one of the wide array of teaching certificates
available. Another sixicen were hired as teachers without normal school creden-
tials. In all, almost half the W.M.S. missionaries had teaching experience—125
as public school teachers, 4 as high school teachers, and 8 as instructors at private
schools. Sixty-three per cent of the missionaries in Japan and 40% of the China
hands were teachers before joining the Socicty. But, reflecting their lower
educational rank and the higher demand for teachers overseas, just over one in
four of W.M.S. home missionarics (29%) had ever taught. To the Board of
Managers, teaching experience may not have seemed an advantage in Port
Simpson where sewing on buttons, combing hair, gardening, and disciplining
unruly native children were the order of the day and where the government was
responsible for a minimum education for the native population,

Two-thirds of the trained nurses had some work experience before they were
recruited, but perhaps because of limited opportunities for female physicians in
Canada, only three of the nine doctors appear to have practised for even a few
months before going to China. Five per cent of the candidaies (16) had been
employed in business, while 4% (13) had engaged in social work or were trained
and served as deaconesses. Although the majority of the W.M.S. applicants had
held poorly paid but “socially acceptabie™ jobs, 65 which “were probably a
condition of female employment in the first place, 66 a few had, in fact, worked
their way into positions of respect and authority, albeit usually in the field of
education. Elizabeth Alcorn, who spent many years in Japan, had previously
been the head of the art department at Mount Allison Ladies' Coliege; her
co-worker in Japan, Myra Veazey, a graduate of the University of New
Branswick, taught privately in Maine and at the Cookman Institute for Negro
Students in Jacksonville, Florida, one of the first black colleges operated by the
Methodist Church of the United States.®’ Esther Ryan, also stationed in Japan,
had been principal of Shawville Academy in Quebec before she joined the
W.M.S.in 1913, Anniec MacLean was the principal of two elementary schools,
still rare for a woman even in the 1920s, while Muriel Hock%y had been the
assistant principal of the Methodist Training School in 1912.%% Positions like
these provided the women with a unique chance to assert themselves, often in
exclusively female communities, and accustomed them to independent decision-
making. These women subsequently were given responsible administrative
appointments in the field where they could utilize their exceptional skills.

There is, however, no information to document the work expertence for
almost 40% of the women, probably because they had no paid position beyond
their households. Some of the applicants who had remained at home were very
proud of their ability to work hard and enumerated their domestic accomplish-
ments in their applications. Rural aspirants who may have had limited oppor-
tunities for any suitable employment opporiunities in the work-force boasted of
their physical stamina and the responsibility of keeping house for a widowed
parent or orphaned brothers and sisters. As young women raised in a strong
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Christian tradition which “implicd obedience to older kin,” the care and custody
of the family were fundamental aspects of their Jives.®” The members of the
Board of Managers who seemed sympathefic to these family cbligations sanc-
ticned some domestic experience as useful training for work among recent
immigrants to Canada or for managing boarding schools among the Indians but
dismissed it as inconsequential, compared (o an academic or medical background,
for work in the Orient.

Until 1895, if the candidate had a satisfactory medical report and the Board
of Managers approved her application and testimonials, she was ready (0 be
assigned to the field. But after 1895, another hurdie was placed in the paths of
the missionary hopefuls in the form of attendance, for at least a term, at the newly
opened National Methodist Training School located at 28 McGill Sureet, Toronto,
to train Methodist women as deaconesses.’C In some cases, to hasten the
candidaie’s departure for the mission field, attendance at Training School might
be waived if she had a satisfactory religious background or had already attended
the Moody Bible Institute or Folts Institue, a professional training school for
missionaries in Herkimer, New York. " But from 1895 to 1925, at least one-third
of all W.M.S, missionarics entered the Training School as the final phase of their
increasingly rigorous professional training.

The courses required of W.M.S. candidates at the Training School were
designed 1o repair a multiplicity of defects in both religious knowledge and
character. In one unusual instance, a young woman whose credentials were “very
satisfactory as far as her Christian character and ability [were] concerned” was
referred 10 the Training School becanse of “her lack of neatness...a matter of great
importance in any one who goes to work ameng the Indians.” A term at the
Training School was recommended to improve her personal appearance and to
give thc Board of Managers “sufficient time to form a definite opinion in the
matier.” Trdlnmg School proved to be the snitable corrective; the woman was
reformed, hired, and remained with the W.M.S . serving in home missions for the
next thirty years.

The spartan and almost cloistered kfe of the Training School was a harsh
introduction to missionary life, especially for women who had just spent three or
four years at college, but few prospective missionaries dropped out. Residents
of the Home paid for room, board, fuel and light, and they “assumef{d] cheerfully
[a] share of the general housework.” They furnished their own blankets, towels
and soap, kitchen aprons, heavy underflannels (with sleeves), overshoes, leg-
gings, and “gossamer and umbrellas, as the work may require one o be outdoors
in all weather.”’® Social life at the Training School was equally regimented.
Callers could be received only on Friday evening; Sunday and one other evening
might be spent outside the home without special consent.”

The curricilum, designed for deaconesses and other Methodist workers,
initially consisted of courses focusing on the interpretation of the Bible, church
history, and the study of Christian doctrines with speciat emphasis on Wesley's
sermons. Practical instruction was given in kitchen gardening, that is, raising
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vegetables for consumption by the individual family, sewing, cooking, and other
skills which a deaconess or missionary needed to improve the material state of
her charges at home or abroad. Students also attended leciures on temperance,
missionary work, and emergency medical procedures, Reflecting the mood of
the period, the women participated in Physical exercise and drills, which they, in
turn, passed on to their own students, © Twenty years after the Training Schoo!
opened, the course for missionaries had expanded to fill seven months and
included kindergarten instruction, household science, the history and methods of
missions, and the constitution and work of the W.M.S.”’ Again in the 1920s, with
the increased emphasis on the social gospel and the Methodist Church’s “call for
acomplete social reconstruction,”’” the curriculum expanded to incorporate such
topics as “The Social Gospel of the New Testament and its Application to Modern
Life” and “The Social Programme of Canadian Methodism,” a theme which
covered child welfare and the “spiritual value of Golden Rule Application"’79 In
the later years, especially, attendance at the Training School was a constructive
experience. The women were exposed to new ideas and methodologies which
they could apply to their own missionary carcers. Just as importantly, they
became well acquainted with the women who would become their co-workers
and surrogate family in the mission field.

But mature, well-trained, and eager as Martha Cartmell and her 300 succes-
sors were, even in the 1920s, women entering W.M. S, missionary ranks with all
the advantages of others’ experience behind them discovered, to their discourage-
ment, that their intensive education and professional backgrounds had not
prepared them for the adversity and frustration which threatened their physical,
emotional, and spiritual well-being. Facility at Latin or French did not necessari-
ly transiate into the mastery of Chinese or Japanese; even many university-edu-
cated overseas missionaries never became fluent enough in the language of their
constituents to feel altogether confident about their teaching and cvangelizing
assignments. Nonetheless, the Board of Managers maintained that a liberal
education gave their employees far more than the potential for competence with
languages. In a pamphlet published about 1915, the W.M.S., pointed out that a
college education and its extracurricular activities provided the

opportunity 1o enlarge the vision of the candidate; to hear and meet
distinguished persons; to listen to the best in dramatic art and music as
well as in literature, history and science; to appreciate pictures; 1o use
great libraries—in short, to widen her experiences that she may become
a citizen of the world.?

Obviously, the Society valued the self-confidence, the independence, the
management and administrative skills, and the curiosity, questioning, and social
awareness that many W.M.S. employees first acquired during their university
days as among the criteria essential for success and longevity in a missionary
career. Moreover, based on its perception of the missionary paradigm, the
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W.M.S. Board of Managers made the calculated decision that its most educated,
middle-class recruits should be the guarantors of the Society’s most successful
and prestigious mission field in Japan. It was a conclusion which statistics about
career length support.

It does not seem coincidental, for example, that the twenty-eight university
graduates in the Japan mission field had careers averaging 27.1 years compared
to 18 years for the women with no university background. The pattern is repeated
for West China and for home missions, suggesting that W.M.S. university
graduates were, in fact, more committed to the goal of a professional career as
singie women than their less educated colleagues. Moreover, this nucleus of
dedicated career missionaries in Japan helps to explain why the drive for
professionalization with the concomitant employee benefits and increased
autonomy in the mission field was launched by the Japan Mission Council’s
university women, But conversely, if certain aspects of home missionary work
were less productive than the Board of Managers anticipated, it may be ascribed
to the excessive attrition among home missionaries, the least qualified W.M.S.
personnel among whom university women were a rarity, More B.A.’s 1o “wip[e]
up the floor”®! and shoulder the less glamorous burden of home missions might,
in the long run, have strengthened and stabilized the W.M.S, missionary opera-
tions in Canada, which suffered perennially from a high tumover and a distinct
lack of professional commitment among the workers.

As an agency to Christianize and reform Canada and the world, the
Mcthodist W.M.S. did not realize its high evangelistic expectations; but, for a
select group of women in laie nineteenth and early twentieth-century Canada,
missionary work had offered a challenging career alternative to marriage,
spinsterhood, or employment opportunities checked by too close an attachment
1o the affairs of men. The women who persisted as W.M.S. career missionaries
were satisfied, even enthusiastic and elated, with their freedom and the unique
challenges which their work presenied. They were especially proud of their
ability to adapt to the most unusual circumstances. Their exceptional education
and training had liberated them from the “gilded bower of matrimony,” equipping
them instead for a rewarding carcer of professional social activism in the name
of Christ. From this perspective, the Society’s own assumption that “among
‘Progressive Women’ the educated, cultured missionary holds {irst place,” seems
fully justified %
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