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THREE MOVEMENTS: THE FIRST THREAD

The Scudders in India

The roots of the medical school in Vellore can be traced back a hundred years to a young doctor who

abandoned a successful clinical practice in New York to become a missionary….

The words of the tract pierced his heart like a dagger, and he had no rest until he had offered his services to

the Foreign Mission Board.

The American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions accepted John Scudder as a missionary, and on

8 June 1819, he sailed from Boston harbor with his wife Harriet and baby daughter Maria. Seas and rivers have

been the highways for much of human history, transporting people, trade and ideas. The apostles Peter and

Paul travelled westward to the lands around the Mediterranean. Early Christians and the successors of Thomas

voyaged across the Red Sea to the Arabian Sea and India’s western coast. The Suez Canal was fifty years

from connecting the Red Sea with the Mediterranean, and so the Scudders crossed the Atlantic Ocean and

sailed around the treacherous Cape of Good Hope. Once safely in the Indian Ocean, they sailed east. After

three months they reached the port city of Calcutta, the capital of the East India Company’s territories in India.

A few days after disembarking, the Scudders’ cherished two-year-old daughter died. It was a loss that would

make most parents question the wisdom of their radical decision and their faith in the ways of God.  But John

Scudder wrote to his mother:

October 1819, Calcutta:

Oh, my dear mother, how shall I take up my pen to mark upon paper the dark shadow of death! My dear

little babe is no more. She has left us forever. She was attacked with dysentery on the 22nd of October, and

after three days of suffering, passed into eternity. This is a heart-rending trial; but we can say, and we do

say, the will of the Lord be done. We do not wish her back here in this poor wretched world. My dear Harriet

bears it remarkably well. Oh, my mother, had she, the dearest object of my affections, been called away, how

dark and disconsolate would I have been! Pray much for us; we need divine support more than you are aware.

The Scudders sailed on to Ceylon. Two more children died soon after birth….

When Harriet Scudder agreed to support her husband in this journey she was aware that she might never return

to America or see her parents again…. this young woman in her twenties was able to find quietness of heart,

gratitude to God and meaning in the future:

November 1821

“I do indeed feel grateful to our God for giving you, my mother, a quiet mind concerning us. Although our

Father’s hand has been heavy upon us, we must not, and we will not be unmindful of his mercies. He has

preserved our lives. He has furnished us with all that has been needful for our comfort. He has placed us in

the midst of kind and affectionate friends, who share in our joys and sorrows, and, I trust, has given us some

fervent desire to see souls brought into his kingdom.” P.T.O.



In the years that followed, the Scudders went on to have eight sons and two daughters who survived into

adulthood….

The longest and the hardest separations were when the five eldest children travelled to the United States on

their own to complete their studies. Henry and William, the two eldest sons, left in 1832, aged eleven and ten.

Great was the trial when Mrs. Scudder kissed a mother’s farewell, with gushing tears and a breaking heart,

as she placed them under the care of the ship’s master, who promised to paternize them on the voyage.

They did not see their parents again until they were adults, in 1842. Through letters and prayers, John and

Harriet Scudder tried to pass on their vision and values to the next generation.

John Scudder was driven to reach as many people as possible during the thirty-six years he worked in Ceylon

and India. When a difficult choice had to be made, duty nearly always took precedence over family.  Yet, his

most enduring legacy was not schools, dispensaries, preaching tours, or tracts, but his sons who went on to

establish the Arcot Mission near Vellore. As John and Harriet Scudder mourned the deaths of their first three

children, they could not have foreseen that forty of their descendants would together provide a thousand years

of service to India….

The journey of the Scudders was the primary thread that led to the birth of the medical school in 1918….

“The ideas which your child receives from you, with regard to the relative importance to be attached to

different things, will generally retain their influence even to its death, shaping and modifying its course at every

step of its existence.” John Scudder 1844
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