Mary Hamilton Purcell
December 15, 1926 - July 28, 2019

Mary Purcell, Leading Woman Activist Dies
Mary Hamilton Purcell, age 92, national and international leader for equity for women and
girls in the 20th century, died July 28, 2019 in Nashville, Tennessee, home of her son Bill
(former mayor of Nashville.) She died at Abe’s Garden where she had resided since 2015.
A native of Louisiana, she had lived in the Philadelphia area for 63 years before moving to
Nashville. Born in Ft. Worth on December 15, 1926 and raised in Ferriday, LA, she was a
speech educator in Philadelphia. She was a leader in the drive to achieve equity for
women and girls at the United Nations and worldwide until a decade ago.
Preceded in death by her parents, Rev. J.H. and Letha Hamilton and her husband William
(Bill) P. Purcell, Jr.; she is survived by her two children, former Nashville Mayor Bill Purcell
(wife, Debbie Miller) and David Hamilton Purcell (wife, Nancy); her brother, Dr. Joseph H.
Hamilton (wife, Janelle); and her three grandchildren, Jesse Miller Purcell, David Purcell,
and Matthew Purcell. Visitation will be at Doyle-Stonelake Funeral Home, 85 E. Baltimore
Ave. in Lansdowne, PA on Wednesday, July 31st from 6PM-8PM, EDT. The service will
take place at Lansdowne Baptist Church, 17 E. Lacrosse Ave. on Thursday, August 1st at
12PM, EDT, with the Rev. David Braneky and Rev. Jeffery Snyder officiating.
Mary Purcell’s life was spent in service to both her local and global communities
indefatigably leading the fight to improve the lives of women and girls. In the years 19791985, Mary served as vice president and then president for two terms of the American
Association of University Women (AAUW), a national organization devoted to fostering
education opportunities for women and an early advocate for Title IX. In the late 1960s
and early 1970s, Mary was a leader – vice president and president – in the Pennsylvania
AAUW, one of the largest state branches, and was a prime mover in urging members into
an activist mode to work for the Equal Rights Amendment.
Mary herself went out on the road to campaign all over the U.S. for the ERA, saying over
and over that “men of quality are not afraid of women of equality”. She said she was
uniquely prepared to go toe-to-toe with opponents on the role of women. “As the daughter
of a Baptist minister and the chair of my college debate team, I could quote the Bible
verse for verse in rebuttal to anyone.” Mary Purcell and her partner had been ranked first

in national women’s debate competitions in 1947.
A graduate of Mary Hardin Baylor College (now University), she earned a master’s degree
from Louisiana State University in 1948 and was recruited by Temple University to teach
speech communications and coach debate. Mary met her husband, William (Bill) Purcell,
a successful food broker, in Philadelphia. They settled in Lansdowne, Pennsylvania and
later moved to Wallingford, Pennsylvania. Bill died in 2010.
Mary served six years on the Wallingford-Swarthmore School Board, telling her friends
who rallied to her campaign, “After working for so many years to encourage women to run
for public office, I felt I had to put my money where my mouth was.” Both Purcells were
staunch members of their church in Lansdowne for more than 50 years, and both served
in leadership positions. Mary was the first woman elected president of the Ministers and
Missionaries Board of American Baptist Churches and served two terms as president
1995-2003. Named a Distinguished Daughter of Pennsylvania in 1982, she served two
years as president of that group of recognized woman leaders.
Mary Purcell supported and strongly advocated for AAUW to be a leader in projects that
focused on the needs of girls, and she considered this work to be her legacy. Mary was
president of the International Federation of University Women (IFUW) from 1990 to 1992
and the representative for both AAUW and the IFUW at the United Nations.
The Working Group on Girls was formed at the behest of UNICEF in 1994 and Mary was
the first to head the Group, along with co-chair Kate Katsky of New York. Mary
represented UNICEF’s Working Group on Girls at the United Nations 1995 Beijing
International Women’s Conference where she succeeded in having the Commission on
the Status of Women include a special section on girls in the official UN document. This
was the first time that the interests of girls were singled out.
Mary’s involvement with the Working Group on Girls continued until 2006, and her
advocacy for girls had a far-reaching effect. During those years, she made more than a
hundred trips to the UN in New York for meetings and attended many international
meetings as well.
In May 2006, the NGO Committee on UNICEF’s Working Group on Girls recognized Mary
Purcell “for her inspiration, vision and perseverance, and for mobilizing us to put girls on
the Global Agenda.” And the following year, in March 2007, the Commission on the Status
of Women at its conference at the U.N. recognized Mary for her efforts in placing girls on
the UN agenda.
In lieu of flowers please make donations to;
Abe’s Garden at www.abesgarden.org/giving/contribute
American Association of University Women at https://ww2.aauw.org/donate-gift-new/
Lansdowne Baptist Church at 17 E Lacrosse Ave, Lansdowne, PA 19050
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Comments

“

I am truly sorry to hear of Mary's passing. Mary Purcell was my personal role model
for AAUW leadership in every way. Her gracious acceptance and inclusion of
everyone was exemplary. She personified the spirit of AAUW. I will be donating to
AAUW in her memory.
Ilga Ross, Tigard Area (OR) Branch President
President of Wyoming AAUW, 1981-1984

Ilga Ross - August 20 at 04:32 PM

“

My most sincere condolences on the loss of your mother and grandmother.
I agree entirely with Sally Chamberlain's description of Mary and the projects on
which she worked.
I might only add that in addition to being a role model for so many of us younger
feminists, she was a gracious mentor who encouraged us to find our own voices and
passions and make our own contributions even as they may have differed from her
own. She encouraged excellence while simultaneously allowing us to take risks and
fail. I was in awe of Mary when I first met her and continued and remain so because
of the import of her many contributions to the world. What a woman and what a loss
for us all.
May we continue Mary's legacy. She shared the vision and the work ethic, but we
have not yet attained the goals.
Deb Roney
AAUW-PA
AAUW-Huntingdon

Deb Roney - August 09 at 07:43 AM

“

Please know that your mother and grandmother a made a big difference in the lives
of women and girls across our country. When she spoke, we all listened. She moved
the women's agenda in AAUW for many years and ensured the equal access to
education for the girls of our country. She talked about bullying long before it became
a buzz word cause. She championed research and action of to eliminate gender
gaps in education, pointed out how schools were short-changing girls, and
documented the hostile hallways long before the "me, too movement". She was
indeed a staunch supporter for women's rights" and human rights with her work at
the United Nations and IFUW. Remarkable, articulate, inspiring, humane, gracious
and an incomparable public speaker who knew when to add humor to get her serious
point across to a sometimes not so welcoming audience. She was a mentor to me

but I would never compare myself to Mary. She was the total package and with her
passing, a large void needs to be filled in this troubled world. I hope her spirit lives
on. I know it will in me. Good bye my friend. You will indeed be missed by so many.
Sally Chamberlain
Carlisle, PA
PA AAUW, AAUW ED Foundation and WG-USA (GWI) (IFUW)
Sally Chamberlain - August 02 at 04:45 PM

“

My condolences to the family during this time of loss. May peace and comfort find
you during this difficult time. God Bless!!
Vic LIneweaver

Vic Lineweaver - July 31 at 11:23 AM

“

Bill sending prayers and sympathy to you and your family. Carol Schumacher

Carol Schumacher - July 31 at 07:52 AM

“

Bill, our family is thinking of you! We will keep you in our thoughts and prayers!
Martin and Randy Coleman

Randy M Coleman - July 30 at 03:36 PM

“

Beautiful in Blue was purchased for the family of Mary Hamilton Purcell.

July 30 at 12:52 PM

“

Mayor Bill -I'm very saddened to read of your mommy's passing. I recall with great fondness how
she stood in for you when I was president of GFWC of Tennessee. You were
scheduled to welcome the group to Nashville but were unable to do so at the last
minute so you sent her. She was such a delight and such a perfect fit for our group.
(This is reflected in the many contributions to women's causes listed in her obituary),
I'm grateful I had the opportunity to meet her.
My prayers will be with you and your family as you return her to Pennsylvania.
Fondly,
Lana (Robinson)

Lana Robinson - July 30 at 10:10 AM

“

1 file added to the album Memories Album

Phillips-Robinson Funeral Home - July 30 at 07:02 AM

“

1 file added to the album Memories Album

Phillips-Robinson Funeral Home - July 29 at 06:55 PM

