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Katherine Neville Hleeson

HE life of Katherine Neville Fleeson is still green in
U the memory of many in this Church. She came from
the good Scotch-Irish stock, being the daughter of
T. P. Fleeson and Elizabeth McClure. She was born on
December 28, 1859, under the shadow of the old church at
Bethlehem in Beaver County, Pennsylvania. Two years after
her birth the family moved to Neville Island where she re-
ceived her grammar school education. It was at this time
that she first professed her allegiance to Jesus Christ and
entered the Presbyterian Church. After graduating she
spent two years in a private school of Pittsburgh under the
direction of Miss Curry. Her decision to enter the work in
the foreign field is a testimony to the influence which one
personality may have over another. Her uncle, Dr. Jonathan
Wilson, who for many years was an effective missionary
among the people of Laos, spent considerable time in the
Fleeson home on his furloughs. His deep convietion and
warm interest in that missionary work . became the quiet,
hidden power which left in Katherine a desire to enter that
work too. During the period when this germ was incubating
she followed a course of reading and busied herself in active
Christian work. She was appointed by the Board of Foreign
Missions on October 3, 1887, and was assigned to the Siam
Mission with a view to school work at Petchaburee. Later,
on June 17, 1888, she was transferred to the people of Laos
with whom she labored bravely and indefatigably for the up-
lifting of their women and children. For a short time she
was connected with the Nan Station but the greater part of
her life was spent at Lakawn where she organized and de-
veloped the school for girls of which she was principal at
the time of her death. On November 30, 1899, she was trans-
ferred from the Board of the Northeast and became a mem-
ber of this Church.
The beginning of the work among the Laos people was
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not easy because they had never educated their girls and felt
no need of doing so. But she had the vision and succeeded
remarkably well. She began with two little girls whom she
taught to read, to sew, and to keep house along with their
instruction in the Bible and the Christian life. Gradually
the number of pupils increased and the school was com-
pelled to move from the humble bamboo cottage in which it
began to a mneat building thatched with rice straw. Not
many years later there was built a larger and more import-
ant structure which stands as a testimony to her name.

The character of her work brought her in touch with
the higher class of people and the royalty of the court. She
related a very interesting story of the way she taught a
valued lesson to a princess. The princess was in the habit
of visiting her, bringing a retinue of servants which some-
times numbered twenty-five. She annoyed the missionary by
her persistent begging. Everything she saw and fancied
she would request, even to the clothes which Miss Fleeson
wore. Of course, it was the greatest breach of etiquette to
correct a princess and yet she must learn the lesson. So
one day Miss Fleeson gathered together her own servants
and those of Dr. Jonathan Wilson to the number of seven-
teen and called upon this princess. The missionary was
given a seat on the floor surrounded with cushions against
which she might rest. Soon a beautiful silver bowl filled with
water was placed before her. Miss Fleeson took it, tasted
it, and said: ‘‘Princess, this bowl is so lovely and so beauti-
ful in its design. I want you to give it to me. Won’t you?’’
The princess answered : ‘‘Nay, I could not give you the bowl.
It is mine.”” In the same way the missionary asked for
everything which was brought before her until at last the
princess looked at her and said: ‘‘You are trying to teach
me a lesson, are you not?’’ Miss Fleeson responded: ‘‘Yes,
princess, it is the only way I could do it.”’ The lesson was
conveyed and the princess never begged again.

She was granted two furloughs to the United States, one in
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1892, and the other in 1897, which were rich in helpfulness
to this Church. During the last year of her life many of
her friends had noticed that she was failing in strength, and
admonished her to leave the post for a season, but she con-
tinued with the work of her affection. On April 21, 1905,
she closed the last term of the most successful year she had
ever managed. A great number of missionaries and digni-
taries of the land were present, and the examinations of the
students were most creditable, showing the marked progress
which the children had made; so that the principal could be
greeted honestly with a ‘“Well done.”” Amid many signs of
affection and grief she left the Laos people on May 20,
enroute for America. It was a greatly needed furlough, but
one she never enjoyed here. On her way she stopped at
. Petchaburee, Siam, where she died on July 3, 1905. The
last request was for her favorite hymn, ‘‘For Ever with the
Lord,”’ which is a prophecy of her faith and her life.

““So when my latest breath
Shall rend the veil in twain,

By death I shall escape from death,
And life eternal gain;

Knowing as I am known,
How shall I love that word,

And oft repeat before the throne,
‘For ever with the Lord.” ”’
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