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DR.IDA SCUDDER – Angel of Mercy to multitudes 

Birth and Childhood: 

 Dr. Ida Scudder was a third generation American medical missionary in 

India from the Scudder family. Ida was born in Ranipet near Chennai on Dec 9
th 

1870 to Dr. John Scudder Jr and Sophia. In 1878, due to cholera and famine, 

Ida’s family moved to the United States for a while. Ida’s parents returned to 

India a few years later. They left 13-year-old Ida in the US under her uncle and 

aunt’s guardianship to complete her education. 

Visiting India:  

 In 1890, Ida was forced to withdraw from her school without graduating 

to take care of her sick mother. Ida didn’t want to become a medical 

missionary and serve in India. She wanted to leave India as soon as possible, 

get married and settle down in America. 

The Three Knocks: 

 One day 3 men, a Brahmin, a Muslim and a Hindu came to ask her to 

assist their wives who were in labour. She didn’t have any medical knowledge, 

and said her father was a doctor and he would help them. All of them refused 

saying that they would allow their wives to die rather than have a male doctor 

assist in their delivery. The next day Ida came to know that all the 3 women 

had died during the night. That incident changed Ida’s life. She told her parents 

that she would go to America to study Medicine and come back to help the 

women in India. 

Medical Studies in the United States: 

 Ida joined the women’s Medical College at Philadelphia. She then 

transferred to Cornell Medical College, New York in 1899. She was one of the 

first women graduates in the medical college. Then she planned to gain 

practical knowledge under her father in India. At that time her father, Dr. John 

Scudder Jr, was working in the development of a new vaccine for cholera. 

First Hospital in Vellore:  

 A Banker named Schell gave $10,000 to Ida in memory of his wife Mary 

Taber Schell, and with that money Dr. Ida started the Mary Taber Hospital in 

1902 with 2 wards and 40 beds, an operating theatre with glass table, 



kerosene stoves to sterilize instruments and a dispensary with shelves of 

medicines. At first, the people hesitated and after several days they slowly 

starting coming to the hospital. Most of the patients were suffering from TB, 

Typhoid, Leg ulcers, eye infections, Cancer, Leprosy, Cholera, and Malaria. Poor 

patients were not charged and one of the wards was reserved for them. 

Salomi, a native friend of Ida helped her in the hospital. She conducted 21 

major operations, 428 minor operations and treated 12,359 patients in the first 

year alone. For next 22 years, Dr. Ida remained the hospital’s only surgeon. 

Soon the hospital expanded with 42 beds and 18 nurses. 

Mobile Clinic: 

      In 1916, a motor-car was gifted to Dr. Ida and with Salomi she visited 

villages up to 50 miles away and set up roadside clinics. The villagers had never 

seen a modern doctor or a nurse or a car. They initially called them as ‘devils’. 

Gradually changes occurred, both rich and poor waited for Dr. Ida to get 

treated from their diseases. 

Home for the Homeless:  

             Dr. Ida was very busy in the hospital from dawn till night. Patients in the 

hospital brought their own mats to sleep in because they feared the height of 

the hospital beds. After a long struggle Ida saved a Muslim girl giving birth to a 

girl baby. The baby was healthy but the relatives called it evil and didn’t want 

to see it. One morning Ida heard an inner voice and rushed out of the 

dispensary and went to the ward. A female relative of the Muslim baby girl was 

trying to kill the baby with a pillow while the mother watched and cried. Dr. Ida 

was shocked and pulled the pillow away to save the baby. She took the baby 

with her and named her as Mary Taber. As years passed many orphans were 

saved from death and lived in the Christian home in Vellore. 

Vellore Christian Medical Centre: 

 Ida aimed to begin a nursing school, so she went to the US to raise funds 

and with that she began a small nursing school in Vellore with 15 students. Ida 

dreamt of a new hospital and a medical college and after many struggles she 

opened the Medical school for women in 1918. Many said that she would be 

lucky to get at least 3 applicants, but she had 151 in the first year. The school 

faced a crisis in 1938 when the Madras government passed a law that medical 

degrees could only be granted by universities. Instead of closing the school, Dr. 

Ida brought pressure with her supporters against this law. By 1950, the school 



become affiliated to the University of Madras. Later Ida planned to reconstruct 

the hospital outside the town on a 200-acre site after which the hospital was 

the largest Christian hospital in Asia with 2000 beds. Many wards were added 

to the hospital. Vellore Christian Medical centre even today holds a record of 

clinical excellence including many firsts in India and in some cases in the world. 

Friends of Vellore: 

 A missionary volunteered to begin a worldwide prayer fellowship in 

support of Vellore and Ida accepted the plan. A branch of friends of Vellore 

exists in Britain even today to identify the needs of the hospital and share in its 

work. 

Awards: 

 Dr. Ida won the Elizabeth Blackwell citation from the New York Eye and 

Ear Infirmary as one of 1952’s five outstanding women doctors. Her name was 

very famous in India. Letters would reach her addressed simply, ‘Dr. Ida, India.’ 

A school in Vellore is named after Ida Scudder. 

Death: 

 During her lifetime, she saw her medical centre become one of the 

largest in Asia. She spent her life to improve medical education. Even after 

retiring from the hospital, she took a keen interest in the latest developments 

in the hospital, supervised young doctors and also established Tuesday Bible 

class. She improved the lives of Indian women. Dr. Ida never married. On 23
rd

 

May 1960, she passed away at the age of 90 in India. The Scudder family have 

contributed more than 1100 combined years to Christian medical service in 

India by 42 members of 4 generations. Scores of students of Vellore CMC have 

graduated and gone to every part of the world, taking with them the 

knowledge and love Dr. Ida taught them both by her words and her life. 


