AGNES McPHAIL

One of the key figures in the Chapel’s youth work for over 40 years, from about 1920 to 1960, was Miss Agnes McPhail. (There is a photograph of her, about the age of 50, at page 263 of the book.) As a young Christian in her teens, she began to attend the Chapel in the time of Joseph Kemp.  She taught in the Cowgate and in the Sunday School in the High Street, which had been started by her brother-in-law, and she was active in the Young Peoples Meeting when it was formed in 1918.

She commenced teaching in Bristo School in 1917, and took university classes at the same time, graduating MA in 1924.  She was outstandingly successful in encouraging the Bristo children, who were among the poorest in the city.  Her Children’s Choir regularly gained first places and honours certificates in competitions.

Her great gift was leadership, and for 40 years she was the superintendent of the primary department of the Sunday School in the Chapel.  She trained her teachers with thoroughness and encouraged the children into her Children’s Choir.  

When a new primary school was opened in the developing area of Balgreen, on the west of Edinburgh, she reluctantly left Bristo to become one of the first teachers in the new school.  She was there for 22 years, until her retirement; for all those years, she ran a Scripture Union group on Monday evenings.  Many of those influenced by her became involved in Christian work, and one girl went into the ministry.

During the Second World War, she took an active part in the outreach meeting for the Forces, held in 95 Princes Street. At the end of the war, she joined the Juniper Green Prayer Fellowship, which met every Thursday evening for over 40 years.

She had a life-long interest in overseas mission. She herself could not go abroad, because of her sense of duty to her parents, but she corresponded regularly with the Chapel missionaries and during her school holidays, she visited missionaries in North Africa, Nigeria and Palestine.  She brought back slides and models, and addressed many meetings in Edinburgh and beyond, encouraging an interest in mission.

On her retirement from teaching, she was delighted to be asked to take charge of a Girls’ Hostel in Addis Ababa, run by one of the princesses of the Heile Selassie dynasty.  She went there twice, for three months in 1966 (Record, 1966. pp. 9, 15 and October, p. 21; 1967, January, p. 21) and in September 1970, and many of the girls were converted and helped through her influence.

Agnes was never strong physically, and was often exhausted after a day of teaching.  Some remember her only as a frail old woman, crippled with arthritis, making her way to the gallery in the Chapel. She died on 19 June 1982.

� Obituary in Record, August 1982, pp. 4–6.





