
Cornelia McGilvary Harris 
(1868-1961) 

Missionary to Siam 

Cornelia returned to Chiang Mai the place of her birth, in 1889. She had been away for ten years. She 
had not planned to return at all. However, a personal crisis occurred in the girls school and when her parents 
appealed for her to help out for three years, she agreed to come.  

She traveled out to northern Siam with new recruits, Dr. and Mrs. James W. McKean. They were very 
congenial, and she soon started the McKeans on their language study. Cornelia was nicknamed ‘Nellie.’ She 
had received her schooling in Charlotte, North Carolina at Charlotte Female Seminary – near Johnson C. 
Smith College- and had had a year at Wellesley College in Massachusetts.  

To freshen up her language she went on a tour of 81 days, with her father. They traveled by elephant; 
the large howdahs made comfortable at night. These were the McGilvary riding elephants, able to plow 
through unchartered jungle. She had elephants and carriers along with mahouts and elephant attendants, they 
made quite an impressive procession. A baby elephant accompanied its mother. It was very playful and a 
source of great amusement. It was a real icebreaker.  

They traveled into the mountains of northeastern Siam and into the southern Shan states of Burma. 
Nellie had a small folding organ with her and this was an attraction of the first order. She was long 
remembered and for years people would reminisce about the ‘Nai’ as she was called and wished she would 
come back for a visit. 

Besides riding elephants, Nellie was quite a dashing figure on a horse. She won a bet that she could 
break the record for galloping from Lampoon to Chiang Mai – a distance of 14 miles, and her record still 
stands.  

She became engaged to the British cosul, but thought better of it and married William Harris Jr. The 
Harris’ were married in Canton, China on their way home on their first leave. It was a very happy marriage 
and together they would go on to help build up the Prince Royal College in Chiang Mai. 

When they returned to Siam in 1903, they had their only daughter Christina with them. She was three 
months old and had been born in Statesville, NC. About those long trips by river boat up from Bangkok, Mrs. 
Harris told me [Margaretta Wells] ‘Will was like a caged lion’ and we both smiled for we could see Dr. Harris 
fuming at the delays and anxious to get back to work. 

During their brief summer vacations from school (the month of April) were spent in the village of Maa 
Dawk Dang, which was their country charge. (Every missionary no matter what, had a country charge, a 
village church to nurture and help.)  The villagers of Maa Dawk Dang were proud that the Harrises belonged 
to them. 
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Mrs. Harris had an accident once. She caught her heel on a step and fell downstairs. She 
was pregnant at the time and she lost an infant son.

Mrs. Harris told me once, that people thought she was too strict with Christina. “But I wasn’t, 
really,” she said. “She was just a naturally good and amiable child. One morning I found her sitting 
in her chair facing a corner of the room. I said ‘Christina, what are you doing here?’ She replied ‘I 
slapped Bua Keo (the nurse girl) so I must sit in the corner and think about it.’”

Mrs. Harris was loved and respected by everyone. The parents of the students felt 
comfortable with her. They would sit and talk in the Lao language of the villages. Mrs/ Harris would 
inquire after their parents and other relatives. They would discuss ailments and remedies. The 
young Chaos of the Chiang Mai princely family liked her. She had wonderful badminton parties for 
them. She never missed a football (soccer) game. New officials, on arrival. Immediately called on 
the Harrises as if presenting their credentials. She could be relied upon to help entertain difficult 
guests from Bangkok; perhaps a tea on the school lawn with the boys putting on a display of sword 
dancing. 

Mrs. Harris had a constant stream of house guests: wandering journalists, authors in search 
of ideas, scientists, ecclesiasticl V.I.P.’s or just plain tourists. Since there were no hotels the Harrises 
and others took them in.

Mrs. Harris was an excellent housekeeper and she taught me many things, professional 
looking Christmas candles, pickles with hot little peppers, marmalade made with green skinned 
oranges from China, a jam made from hibiscus flowers and used instead of cranberry sauce, and 
the use of a wild vine which grew in the school hedges and, cooked, made excellent ‘greens’. 

She was the kindest person. Never did she or Dr. Harris criticize our colleagus to us and we 
just assumed that they never had problems.

The Harrises never went away for vacations but relaxed at home. Life took on a more 
leisurely pace when the last boy went out the gate. But the time between the 25th of March and the 
10th of May was a flurry of cleaning, painting, repairs and gardening with late afternoons spent at 
the Gymkhana Club.

Mrs. Harris only attended Mision Meeting when it was held in Chiang Mai. She never went to 
Bangkok for meetings, she never led Prayer Meeting and she did not like to have her picture taken. 
I never saw a picture that did her justice. No one could quite capture the twinkle in her eyes. 

One evening Dr. Harris said, with a sweep of his arm indicating the neat buildings, trim 
lawns, brilliant flower beds, airy orchids and banks of ferns, “I never could have done any of this 
without Nellie.”

Presbyterian Historical Society, Kenneth and Margaretta Wells Collection, “Complete 1950, 1969, 
1980s-1995 and Undated ‘Wives of the Six Musketeers of the North and Women of Faith material.’" (Box 7, 
Folder 13) 
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