An ongoing health problem caused concern and Mr McSwaine travelled back home to
Scotland to seek medical advice in 1890. In 1896 Glasgow University conferred an
honorary Doctorate of Divinity as a recognition of his service. The Western University
of Pittsburgh accorded him an honorary Doctorate in Laws in the same year.

As his health deteriorated he was forced to demit the charge. It was a testament to the
regard in which he was held by the congregation that they paid him an honorarium for
the remainder of his life. This was a period before pensions, and the Aged and Infirm
Ministers’ Fund was insufficient for maintaining any kind of normal lifestyle.

In the obituary published in the Courier Mail on his death, tribute was paid to his solid
reputation as a sound evangelical preacher. On a personal level it spoke of his genial
disposition and of his popularity throughout the city as a clergyman of solid attain-
ments.

Family

There were nine children in the McSwaine family. The eldest child, Barbara, died
whilst still in her twenties. Two of the boys served in the Moreton Regiment and one,
John, remained in South Africa after the Boer war and pursued a legal career there. He
died in South Africa in 1936.

Lieut. Kenneth (Toby) McSwaine had a distinguished career after enlisting in Septem-
ber 1914. He was awarded a Military Cross for conspicuous gallantry and devotion to
duty as an ordnance officer. The Electoral Roll shows children of the family living in
New Farm until the mid nineteen-sixties when Robina (Ina) the last one in New Farm,
died.

Material in this cameo has been taken from the Presbyterian Church of Queensland Ar-
chives, Glasgow University, the National Library Collection of digitized newspapers
“Trove’ and the Australian War Memorial archives.

Deaconess Dianne Parker
February 2013
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Early life

There is little information about John Fleming McSwaine’s early life. He and his sister
appear in the 1841 census aged 5 and 3, possibly living with relatives. In 1851 he was
listed on the census living with his grandmother in Glasgow whilst studying; his sister
was with an uncle and aunt. He attended the University of Glasgow from age 15 ac-
cording to information in an obituary in the PCQ Archives. During his studies, he sup-
ported himself (as was the custom of the time) by teaching during semesters, as well as
during the holidays. He is said to have earned a solid reputation for scholarship and
had a demonstrated talent for teaching, occupying the position of second master in
Classics at Sterling High School at one point.

Education and Academic Achievements

He was awarded the diploma of the Educational Institute of Scotland. The EIS is the
oldest teachers’ trade union in the world having been formed in 1847 and it was given
a Royal Charter by Queen Victoria. It is the only Union able to award degrees.

After his arrival in Queensland Mr McSwaine continued to be involved in the educa-
tion of theological students and was also involved in education in a general sense. The
Queensland Government appointed him to a Committee formed to establish a separate
university in Queensland. This involvement lasted more than two decades until his
health prevented him continuing. (Rev Thomas Nisbet took his place on the commit-
tee.) He served as an examiner in English, Latin and Logic for theological students. For
eight years he was chaplain to the Queensland Defence forces. His involvement in the
establishment of a free public library in Brisbane is also recorded.

Ministry and Arrival in Queensland

In 1858 he was licensed to preach and was ordained and inducted into the parish of
Auchtermuchty East. By the census for 1861 he was living in Auchtermuchty, Fife
where he was the minister of the East United Presbyterian church. His sister lived with
him. He married Isabella Beveridge sometime after the 1861 census and their first
child, Barbara, was born in 1865. They went on to have another four children before
leaving Scotland and four more in Australia — David born in 1868, John in 1870, Dick-
son in 1874 and Renton in 1875. Their first Australian child, born in 1878, was named
Jeffery McGavin Hay McSwaine — combining the names of two of those responsible
for a call being made to the McSwaine’s. The last three children were Margaret born in
1881, Kenneth in 1884, and Robina in 1888.

The voyage to Australia was made on the Roxburghshire in ‘relative’ comfort in a cab-
in of their own; the family arrived in Brisbane in June 1876. The report of their wel-
come to Queensland in the July issue of the Queensland Evangelical Standard reports
500-600 people being present at the soiree which was held in the Creek Street Church.
Ministers from the other Protestant churches sat on the platform and gave speeches of
welcome. The Rev Alexander Hay, a prominent Queensland minister of the time, had
been a member of the same Presbytery in Scotland as Rev McSwaine and the two were
good friends. He was the Interim Moderator for St Paul’s and his association with Rev
McSwaine in Scotland was instrumental in the call which was placed in Rev
McSwaine’s hands by Rev Dr Jeffery McGavin of Dundee and Rev Dr Jefferey of
Glasgow on behalf of St Paul’s congregation.

The Queensland Evangelical Standard account continued:

They required a man of scholarly attainment and Mr McSwaine was that man
for he had held a position on the Examining Committee of the United Presby-
terian church at home. Then, he possessed those higher qualifications which
no college training could confer, but which required the baptism from above.
In his reply he said that... he was highly gratified with the choice which had
been made, yet they must remember he was, after all, one like themselves — he
doubtless had his failings and weaknesses; and knowing that, he hoped they
would sustain him.

Rev McSwaine is quoted in the Courier Mail after his first Sunday in the pulpit at
Creek Street as saying that he would present as his first words, the love of God — God’s
commendation of that love in the death of His own Son. This he hoped would continue
the subject of his ministry to its conclusion — Christ’s death as the hope of the sinner
and the comfort of the believer.

Later the same article concluded:

Mr McSwaine is a gentleman whose talents eminently qualify him for the
work in which he is engaged. He has a strong voice, and a clear delivery,
together with a good command of language, and is impressive to a degree
that can hardly fail to carry his audience with him. His manner is thorough-
ly earnest and outspoken and if first impressions go for anything, the Creek
Street congregation have reason to feel satisfied with the gentleman select-
ed as their future pastor.

Within twelve months of his arrival in Brisbane, the wooden sections of the church
building were replaced with stone and a tower and steeple were in the process of being
added. The building was opened in August of 1877 and the ladies of the congregation
fed a seated group of between 500 and 600 people for the meal. This building was de-
signed by well known Baptist architect, Mr Richard Gailey, and built by Mr McFar-
lane.

That building was followed by the one we currently worship in, after the site on Creek
Street was bought by the National bank for expansion. It was during Mr McSwaine’s
ministry that this time of re-building took place—only two decades after the comple-
tion of the Creek Street Church. These major building works are testament to his
strengths in obtaining the support needed for such major accomplishments. Times of
building with the related expenses and upheaval to the church’s life are inherently dif-
ficult ones in a congregation’s life.

Work in the Committees of the wider church was part of Mr McSwaine’s responsibili-
ties from the beginning. He occupied the position of both Moderator and Clerk in the
Presbytery during his years of service in Queensland and also served two terms as
Moderator of the church in Queensland in 1891 and 1892. He served as Moderator
General of Australia from 1895 to 1898. After he resigned from St Paul’s as a result of
ill health, the Queensland Assembly and Presbytery of Brisbane wished him to remain
a member.




