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Isabella Thoburn
(1840-1901)

American Methodist missionary and educator in India

Born in St. Clairsville, Ohio, of immigrant parents from Ireland, Thoburn, became a
teacher. In 1866 her brother James Thoburn, a Methodist missionary in India, wrote to
her, “How would you like to come and take charge of a school [for girls] if we decide to
make the attempt?”” She replied that she would come just as soon as a way was opened
for her to do so. The Woman's Foreign Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal
Church appointed the first missionary was Isabella Thoburn to India; then Clara A.
Swain, M.D. was appointed to join her as a medical missionary. The two single women
sailed from Boston on Nov. 3, 1869, and arrived in Bombay on January 7, 1870.

Assigned to the city of Lucknow where her brother was also based, Thoburn began a
program of education for Indian women that would lead eventually to the creation of
the first Christian college for women in Asia. She began with six girls in one room in
the bazaar in April 1870. This developed into a boarding school, then a high school, and
in 1886 the college began which she named Lucknow Woman's College.

She was in the United States on furlough from 1880 to 1881, and again, in ill health,
from 1886 to 1896. During this latter period she became one of the first deaconesses in
the Methodist Episcopal Church, and worked with Lucy Rider Meyer in the Chicago
Training School for a year. Then in Cincinnati, Ohio, she helped to found the
Deaconess Home and Training School and also Christ Hospital. In 1891 she returned to
her educational work in India until 1899.The following year she died of cholera and
was buried in Lucknow. After her death the college she founded was renamed Isabella
Thoburn College, which is now the women's college of Lucknow University.
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