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AGNES VETCH
(1842-1942)

As children, we heard many dramatic tales of
an almost legendary aunt, whom we had never
met—who had crossed the seas in the old days
of sailing ships. been shipwrecked, reached far-
off Japan and lived in the Australian Bush, but
the greatest achievement was heracceptance by
the Old Royal Infirmary, in Infirmary Street, as
one of their first “lady probationers™.

At the end of her long life [ was privileged to
be with my aunt when her memories were still
vivid and very individualistic—but confused.

In this centenary year, the first Training
Register of the Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh
reveals that these tales were not family
“legends™ only! There we find her name as
having been accepted for training on 29th May
1874. The name next tohers is that of Lucy J.
Phillips, to whom she always referred as “my
little friend, Lucy™ (of whom more anon). Ten
months later Agnes Vetch.had completed her
probationary training, and on the following
day was put in charge of Dr Balfour's male
ward!

True to the Nightingale tradition of
spreading the new system of nursing training, a
little band of nurses, under Miss Williams as
Matron, was sent off to St. Mary's,
Paddington. Agnes Vetch went as a sister. She
returned in 1879 on the opening of the present
Royal Infirmary and again was put in charge of
Dr Balfour's male ward, which, during the first
year of her absence was under the care of her
friend, Lucy Phillips.

As the old Register then reports, “at her own
wish™ she left Edinburgh in 1881 and soon after
sailed for China, where her brother was a
medical missionary. At that time Japan was
just beginning to come under Western
dnfluences, and at the request of the Empress
the great opportunity came, and Agnes Vetch
was sent o carry to thatawakening country the
Nightingale system of nursing. We still have her
photograph, complete with kimono and fan,
and one of her trainees literally “at her feet™,

Always a great traveller, she made several
journeys, in these early days, back to Scotland,
until another sailing ship took herto Australia.
Here she worked and travelled extensively,
making many friends. ‘Here, too, she met up
again with R. L. Stevenson, a family friend of
Colinton days—but he did not seem to care for
her TOO efficient nursing!

Her last journey home was made in 1938,
during the Munich crisis. At Colombo the
Captain warned the passengers of impending
war in Europe and gave them the chance to
return to Australia—an offer which was met
with scorn by his oldest passenger!

. The following year she celebrated her 97th
birthday in Edinburgh, with only one
visitor—her “little friend” Lucy (née Phillips).
It was a strange meeting of the two who had

-trained together in this city so long ago—been

separated by many years and many miles, and
whose lives had followed very different courses.
Soon after her training Lucy Phillips had
married the heart specialist of that time, Dr
George Gibson, and at the time of this meeting
was living in the home of her son-in-law, Pro-
fessor R. W. Johnstone—still the links with the
Royal Infirmary and the strong ties of friend-
ship. The circle seemed complete.

Agnes Vetch died in her native land in her
100th year—confused indeed, but happy in her
memories of a Jife so full of opportunity and
service.

E. M. VETCH

The centenary edition of the
Pelican and Nurse’s League
Journal of the Royal Infirmary
Edinburgh School of Nursing
in 1972. P9-10.

(12) 212



of Nursing in 1972”7 ¥’ 1) Q- MR QBEEN RAWENLY R NAKK « (> h QEINQ e EM. Vetch ¢
T QE L FNRED 200 U410 (FE—0° TH-240) QI QEKR V407
NAAKK e D | ZEEY RS NN YR’ | RE LB 5 odE N UviE OV 5 e°
s | VB HRm TR T M N R RIS I R O IR | BRSO L° BREIKRTQ
REISUR 0 2° | OFmOEENO-K EREORMCHEOE LD WOR YK « & T ok 4 KU ¥
e R EIRNIE O 420 DD KR OVE 5427 | KR RO 1k T N H AR EIRIEIRORIRG
LQNIK 0 Vvl 50°
| 2 | 0 Bk QRET VAL NIE © 42° 1)) P B QIR A RN W 5 427 P 20 o Q
%@g@iooo@otaaxogﬁﬁTexbalo MR K+ (D h RGO OHOE M A h N —

@%ﬁﬁiéﬁﬁ?% M0 92 4° BKAME PRAHTREH | BN O LR 5w P2 0 50 (B

S DAY’ L HEBAKN Y 510° &~ K=

SN M BAAEHEOL° g N EREKQEK<LPReM e XK —
f/ﬁﬁwvtm T O Vop 0 5 £ 5 A LR

ﬁﬁ@ﬁ&@mm | RISV R KB O EYVRe° n— 5>

R IKEELZQEBNR O 27" MBEMNAR— K-NahHa

EELOV £r0° BB Q I 4 IS EEY U EDREHP RO

K<L =LY REmNE O & 50° LM SRR PImRP U

o

H1 A~y 7Rk

+2
04

7

(13)

213



BE 2 ISTIEMDIEETO A. <y, FORGEEHE

PERIOD OF nxmn&,a,dj.z;.ﬂ../y 2 5o
5 : (4

- . s Bted = :
B2, un & a:b'u =
% M“.&/Z /}«&{W&l 4«44/1'“144.,

pﬁ M-/E

PARTIOULARD OF TRANMIND. @0 & AY  Hiodee Au—»m“ o yai,‘.ul—‘ brly,

btk i Siwrsiend, da..zo./u.«?a .
Vit %71&2;(«; G fmtd s,

[ )241 ek i siizr0 T, hm&‘v .,‘z/m.z' ,&¢=7¢?¢40&/
: ’ ;&.‘ﬂéa«d ‘ma( ile ﬂ/:zzédl. J»(r"mz vy by

" bendd éx«&&

?'m%wa eed mdc 1Tl 15 cct
Z /.‘anmu/m warwl o @i*f%v/ﬂt

. %J— Mﬁ A

aa»,na Lhnes

Z. G rnke ehorpe 79'% tnall drarcd,

" . vaqud‘ t«Mp'(M 188/ Gavone BB 13 o .%n..(
- Plsacnss semar i,

il Yor. %" /W = Fect A /%es, - f.,/.(

zu mtuc) “ /’:f‘[c;lfd& -&,nru 47 Aan e g L

wua Ahl" j‘/—/‘A—Mct um/u&tz.

(14)

MM casa T, e Fra W/
;;:7:..,, VeZorws SR T, e iy g B

PARTIOUL

REMARKS

&l‘ 2 a4

BITUATION

214



BH 3 BER 27 LD

TRANSCRIPT OF TRAILNING REPORT OF AGNES VETCE FRGH REGISTER OF NURSES TRAINED IN THE
ROYAL INFIRMARY OF EDINBURGE, DEC1873-AUG 1893 (LEB1/97/1)

Period of Training: Mey 29th 1874-}erch 31st 1875

Name:

Description:
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Agnes Vetch
Aged 30, single, without previous occupation. Recommended by Reve
N. Wanscop(?) and Miss Randell, Haddington
She was seven months in the Surgical Werds. Ten weeks in Nedical,
absent a fortnight. Probation completed in ten months
Yost excellent in character, thoroughly obedient, particularly
gentle and kind. She has the art of making her ward homelikeo
She was placed on the staff 1st April 1675, and given charge of
Dr Balfour's pale ward. Left 25th Nov.1876 to go toe..St Fary's
Hospital, London, as & sister (One of a band of six given to Niss
Williams.) Returned 30th Oct 1879, on the poening of the new
Infirmary, to take charge of Dr Belfour's male ward. Lefi of her
own wish 11th November 1881, Came to help us on different
occasions afterwards.

texr went to Jepen to visit & brother, (end) while there
introduced the Nightingale system of training nurses into Uapanese
hospitalse
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Turner, A.L., The Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh Bicentenary Year 1729~1929, p- 18—19. Oliver and Boyd, Twe-
eddale Court, Edinburgh, 1929.
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Lobban, R.D., Edinburgh and Medical Revolution, p. 40, Cambridge University Press, 1988.
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The Japan Weekly Mail, Sept. 10, 1887.
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The Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh and Agnes Vetch
by Machiko HIRAO

In the early stages of the nursing education system in Japan, three foreign nurses, M.E. Reade,
Linda Richards and Agnes Vetch, exerted a great deal of influence. Although it is known that Ms.
Reade and Ms. Richard came from the U.S.A. as missionary nurses, little has been known about Ms.

Agnes Vetch.

Recently, however, some informatin about Ms. Vetch has been obtained from Britain. In “The
centenary cdition of the Pelican and Nurse’s League Journal of the Royal Infirmary Edinburgh School
of Nursing, 1972” we find the “Transcript of training reports of Agnes Vetch from register of nurses
training in the Royal Infirmary of Edinburgh.” According to these materials, Ms. Vetch was born in
Edinburgh in 1842. She graduated from the Royal Infirmary Edinburgh School of Nursing in 1875,
followed by work as a member of the staff there until 1881. After that she sailed for China because
her brother was there as a medical missionary. While she was in Asia, she came to Japan and taught
the Nightingale system of nursing. She stayed in Tokyo and taught the science of nursing at Ikadai-
gaku-Daiichi-Iin (now the University of Tokyo) from 1887 to 1888. She trained 28 Japanese nurses,
and one of them was specially educated as a teacher. Following that, she went to Australia and

eventually to her homeland where she died at the age of 100.

The Nightingale system of nursing had great influence on the early stages of the nursing education

system in Japan.
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