
DOCTOR AGNES McLAREN 
LAY A41'OSTLE ANJ) l)OMINIC,Zr\' TISRTIAHY 

OKIY years ago an  unassuming old lady dressed in grey travelled 
up and down England with the novel purpose of interesting F Catholic young women in a medical career so that they might 

devote themselves to the women of India, who could not be treated 
by men doctors. All doois were open to her since her family was 
well known. Her father, Duncan NcLaren, had been a member of 
Parliament for Scotland; her stepmother, Priscilla, was the sistei 
of John Bright; her home, from her earliest infancy, was a rendez- 
vous of men and women earnestly interested in social problems. In 
her youth the Ragged Schools of D r  Guthrie occupied much of her 
time. Later she became ar. active member of the suffragette move- 
ment. The white slave trade was to her not something to be deplored 
as a necessary evil; she took active steps campaigning against i t ,  
even so far as to intervien the Queen of Spain on behalf of its 
abolition. 

Already well on in the thirties, she became ail active sgmpathiser 
and friend of Elizabeth Blackwell and her companions in their 
endeavour to study medicine and obtain degrees. With B natural 
aptitude for the care of the sick frequently seen in her family circle 
md her great desire to help suffering humanity, she herself decided 
t h I  study medicine. A s  the licensicg in degrees in medicine for women 
had not yet been sanctioned by Parliament, she went to France to  
study. She was the first and only woman a t  the Medical Faculty o i  
l\lontpellier, but was treated with respect and consideration. I n  1876 
she graduated. 111 order to be able to practise in her own country, 
she took an examination in Dublin, then the only medical school in 
(;reat Britain to grant medical degrees to women. Her health being 
delicate, she decided to settle in the British Colony of Cannes, on 
the Riviera, where she treated both the rich and the poor. The latter 
she treated free and also supplied their medicines She even took 
them out for occasional drives. Her family, and her native Scotland, 
she loved ardently and visited every year. 

On the occasion of one of her annual visits home, she broke her 
journey iii Lyons and there heard a sermon in the Church of S t  
Bruno. It impressed her so much that she sought an interview with 
the preacher, the SbbB Perra. She liked to talk about religiou< 
questions without, however, intending to give up Protestantism. 
Her  idea was that it did not matter to what particular denomination 
one belonged exteriorly but that  the irnportant thing was the interior 
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tiispositiori. She had adopted what she ualled ’ail interior Cliitholi- 
cisni’, made up of its ideals, but one she considered more in the 
spirit of our Lord’s teachings. Her interview with the Abbe Perra 
had no special effect, except that  the following year she called 011 

him again, with the strange request to help her to make it private 
retreat. He consented, but the only condition he asked was that 
she be willing to keep ail open mind. For twenty years this retreat 
was repeated. Abbe Perra’s method of dealing with a soul of Dr 
YcLaren’s stamp must be admired. From her biography by Father 
Cor.niiei*, the former %laster General of the llominicaiis, we learn 
with whtit tact arid patience, what gentleness and lucid teaching, 
he led her OH. At the age of 61 she became a Catholic apparentlj 
without ally special struggle. Her  biographer says that her conversioii 
seeriied to be the reward of her good life a i d  charity. Soon after 
her conversion she was confirmed and later became a Domiiiican 
tertiary. The Dominican spirit and broad charity especially as she 
saw it in the work of 1’8re Lataste appealed to her. 

In  idditiori to her past interests, she iiow wanted to sliare her 
iiewll-woii treasure of the faith with others. For instalice, she made 
suggestioiis for a more practical audio-visual teaching of the Cttte- 
chism for children. 

That the favourite iuterest of her youth, iiarnely the welfare and 
progress of womeri, iiever flagged can be seen from the last and most 
iniportant work of her life. It was to provide medical care for women 
hidden behind the curPain of ‘purdah’. Millions of Pllohamniedan 
womeri in India were deprived of proper medical aid because customs 
or religious laws forbade them to be seen by men, other than their 
relatives. This excluded even nlen doctors. That the health coil 
ditioris arid mortality of these worneii and their uhildreii were deploy- 
able she knew from her protestaut friends who, after the study of 
iiiediuine was open to women, went ill increasing numbers to their 
i i i d ,  establishiiig Zeiittna. ( Woriieri’s) hospitals from north to south. 

‘\Vhat are Ctttholic women doctors doing for them?’ she asked 
Sot fiiidiiig ally aiiswer she wrote to the AhchLlishop of J3dinburgli 
~ h o  put her in touch with the St Joseph’s Yoreign Missionary 
Society a t  Mill Hill. Providence willed that just then the Prefect 
?rpostolic of Kashmir and Knfristan was home for a Chapter. Mgr 
\Vaguer, having laboured in the most Mohammedan part of India, 
i i a s  the v q  person to aiiswer the question. H e  wits most willing 
and irlterested, for in the twenty-six years of his apostolic career 
he had never seen a Vohamrnedan woman except veiled from head 
to foot. H e  himself, having seen the easy access to them by protes- 
tailt woirien doctors, had thought of establishing a hospital in his 
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Prefecture. After a. personal meeting with 1h I\lclmwi the 
foundation of a small hospital for women and children in Rawul- 
piridi was decided upon. Mgr IVagner returned to India and pur- 
chased the neuessilry property, while Dr MuLaren remained a t  home 
to raise funds. To make the support colitinuous she organised a 
cornmittee in London under the patronage of Cardinal Bourne and 
the presidency of Lady Mary Howard. Mrs Jarrett ,  the mother of 
Filther Bede Jarrett ,  O.P., wds the treasurer for many years. 

The hospital was opened iii 1909 with a lay staff. After oiie year, 
the E’raiiciscan Missionaries of Mary took charge of t8he nursing. 
The task of findiiig a Catholic woman doctor was a difficult one. 
To understand and cope with it the better Dr McLaren journeyed 
to lndia a t  the age of 72. On the way to Rawalpindi she had the 
opportunity of meeting and discussing the problem with several 
bishops. They, together with Mgr Wagner, felt that the solutioii 
would be the study of medicine by young missionary Sisters. With 
their written statements to this effect and her own conviction in 
favour of it firmly established, she returned to Europe to lay the 
petition for missionary Sisters to study medicine before the Holy 
Father,  I’ius X, and influential ecclesiastics in Rome. Hitherto this 
had been forbidden to Sisters. Slready she had obtained the consent 
of two Religious Congregations who would allow their Sisters to study 
medicine, if Rome would grant permission. Five times Dr McLaren 
made the journey t? the Holy City on the same quest. As no answer 
was given she appealed to Catholic women doctors in England, 
Ireland and Scotland. They were few in number and not one of 
them volunteered. 

The tenacity aiid loug-raiige view of L)r McLaren is proved by this 
that  when the above appeal failed she set  out to visit schools and 
colleges in order to find women students who would take up medical 
missions as their life work. She became intefested in a young womaii 
from the Austrian Tyrol who had heard of the need for women doctors 
for the women oi India. This was Miss Anna Dengel who offered 
to devote her life to the cause sponsored by Dr 3IcLaren. A personal 
interview never took place, but through correspondence Dr McLaren 
had opened the wai for bIiss Dengel to study medicine in Cork, 
Ireland. Dr McLaren died in April 1913. Miss Dengel began her 
medical studies in 1914 arid went to lndia in 1920. During the four 
years there, in charge of the small hospital, home visits, and some 
travel in the country, she had seen so much unrelieved and prevent- 
able suffering that she decided to make it known. She was convinced 
that somehow, somewhere, the resourcefulness of Christian charity 
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uoiild f i i ic l  \ \a>\ ,iiid iiteaiis tor the imuieiisc iieed ot the Medical 
llissioii Apostolate. 

111 1%24 Ur Dengel went to the United States to carry out her plan. 
h h e  met with much sympathy and interest and was able iii 1‘3‘25 to 
c’stdblish, with the help of $‘,ither Michael A. Xlathis, C S.C., the 
Society of Catholic Medical hlissionaries in Washington, D.C. The 
conirnuiiity, although a religious one and ecclesiastically approved, 
\ \as not a Congregation, as religious with public vows were not 
allou cd to study a d  practise medicinr without il dispelisation from 
Boirrcb ‘L’Eic early rrienibers of- the Society made the sacrifice of publit. 

OM s iii oidci. to  be able to help the n omen in all their medical needs, 
iiicl\icliiig surgery and obstetrics. 

IClc~cir >e.iis after the foundation of the Society, at  thc request 
ot riiairj niibsion bishops, the Sacred Conregation of lteligious studied 
tlie ~)iobleni of providirig medical care in the missions. Is a result, 
i ~ i t l i  the approval of Pope Pius XI, the Sacred Congregation of 
1’~opagaiida Fide issued an Instruction on 11 July,  1936, urging the 
fouiitlr~tion of communities for health work in the missions, allowing 
Sisters to stud? aiid p r d i s e  medicine in all its branches. The 
lriilriiction decreed that thev should be organised at! ?zor)nnm i i r rzs  
r.ommu~i\ As the result of this the Society became a Congregatiou 
ni th  public vows. 

Xon, after twenty-lour lea1 s of eiistriice, the Society riuxiibers 
,ibout thiee huiidred and conducts five hospitals in India and has a 
mcdical centre in the Celebes, another on the Gold Coabt and t n o  
in the Viiited States ilniong the riegroes and Mexicms. 

The Mother house arid American Sovitibtc are in Philadelphia. 
i n  IVasliington, D C . ,  there i s  x house of studies from uhich tlic 
Sistci 5 attend medical schools drid schools of nursing and pharmaq 

Holla~rd i5 :L Pro-Province with its own novitiate 
111 10:12 a poitulate was established in London, at  98 Tlioriiburj 

l i c ~ t l ,  Ostcrlcj , Isleworth, Xiddlesex. 
111. 31cIJareii, once TT ell-kiiowii in Eiigldird aiid abroad, seerrib to 

I ) c  1 ~ 5 ,  50 l i o n ,  b i i t  onl) tenipoiarily. Her  sciiiitly life, her heroic 
teiiacit? , her crilighteiircl zeal, her sympathy for the poor, the help- 
less, tlic, suffeiiiig, the unenlightened, cannot and will not reniain 
1,lcldcii ’l’hose prnileged to reap the fruits of her lone efforts will 
;I,~\WJS look to lie1 as mi iiispiration and a model iriid pass on the 
flamc to future gerrerations. Father Cormier’s biography of Dr 
A I C h m i ,  uiitteii one )ear after her death, and Katherine Burton’s 
* Iccording to the Pattern’,  will help towards it. 

ANXA I~EXGEL, Rl.D., S.C.M.X. 
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