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Mary Seacole was born in Kingston Jamaica, in a building thét
was perhaps the Blundell Hall Hotel located on hast Street.  In her
autobiography she does not divulge the date of her birth; although
she confessed,"the century and myself were both young together and
that we have grown side by side into age and consequence." Her
‘mother was a Creole and her father a Scottish soldier. To her rather
she ‘traced her affection for camp life and for "the pomp, pride and
t# = circumstances of glorious war." t_

,Mary Seacole did not dwell at length on her early childhood{ !

The truth appears to have been that she was 1llegitimate. It is
. llkely that the Scottish father was called Day, for at ofie stage she
o paeir -alluded to a paternal cousin by that name.
& !
Bl Mary's mother had the reputation of being a "doctress", because
. she ministered to the sick socldiers and sallors who frequented the

hotel. ' Mary never mentioned her by name, although it could possibly

*,be procured from the civic records. o 8

: “For a time Mary lived with a relative at 57 Water Lane,’ Kingston,
but she stated,"when I was about twelve years old I was more frequently
“-;&t my mother's houoe, and used to assist her in her duties, very often
;B?aring with her the task of attending upon invalid officers or their . .
;W ves..." B

R e e While still young, she had the opportunity to visit England as
fﬁ*“n a travelling companion or possibly as a servant. There -she remained
. for'a year. This opportunity was repeated and Mary lived in England

. Tor: two years on this occasion. N

- John Seacole was an elderly man when Mary married him. He was

sickly and in order to improve his health, the couple moved to Black

" Rlver. This was a very unhappy choice, since Black River was at the

time a most unhealthy spot, fever being very prevalent there. Mrs.

) Seacole set up a shop. The sojourn was brief since John became worse
and they were forced to return to Kingston. 1ln a little while Mary

+was' a widow.

period of time she visited Nassau, Haiti, Panama. Just how these
trips were financed is doubtful, but it is believed that she set up
boarding housed in each instance.

: . 5
The trips to England had whetted Mary's travel lust. Over a (

Mary's mother had becueathed to her sister Louisa and herself,
Blundell Hall.  The building was destroyed in the great fire of 1843. ian 1
: Later it was rebuilt through Mary's assiduousness. Even though the
s hotel proved overwhelmingly successful, Mary Seacole left the manage-
ment to Loulsa and devouted herself to "doctoring". In 1850 there
! was a cholera epidemic in Kingston, during which she volunteered as
' a nurse. She was said to have learnt a great deal from qualified
physicians and even developed a medicine of her own.

She went a second time to Pgnama. This was during the California
8 Gold Rush and thousands were crossing the Isthmus for America to seek
{l".  their fortune.. An American company was also-building a raiiroad from
il 'Colon to Panama City. That living condlitions were bad, may well be
i § deduced. Diseases were prevalent and Mary Seacole was again recognised
' for her unstinting efforts. She became"an angel of mercy"to the
Americans. %

%;'h i From Panama she went to Cuba. The chronology of this trib is
; qubious. Her arrival coincided with a terrible cholera:epidemic.
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Notes on Mary Seacole: complled in the West India Reference Libbary,
12/8/1958. ‘

| { Mary Seacole was born in Kingston, Jamalica, early in the 19th
|, . ocentury. She would never divulge her age, nor did she disclose the
by name of her father, but implied, in her life "Wonderful Adventures
' + . ,of Mrs. Mary Seacole"that he was of a good Scottish family, and no
s ‘doubt the energetic ways she displayed, not at all like the usual
‘- 'languid West Indian women, were due to this ancestry.

She married an elderly man, John Seacole, whbse health was far
from good, -and they went to settle in Black River which, in those days
was a rever-ridden swamp. Not long after, Mr. Seacole became much

worse, and they returned to Mary's mother in Kingston, where he died
in a few weeks' time.

Mary became a traveller, and visited Nassau, Haltl and Panama,
where she set up a business, but returned to Kingston later. The
Drimean War broke out in 1854, and Mary decided to go out to help :
the soldiers, many of whom had served in Jamalca and .had visited the

. excellent boarding house kept by her mother and herself. The Govern-
ment did not recognise her officially, but allowed her to go and set

~up a hotel which was a great sucocess, but not financially, for she had
to become a bankrupt at the end of the war.

s ey R

A lrs K. Stewart had a letter published in the Dally Gleaner of

.the 29th August 1939, and she related a story in 1llustration of the
-very good terms-u&bh?Whioh Mrs Seacole had been with members of the
i Royal Family. Mrs Seacole had been requested by Alexandra, Princess
T .of Wales, to procure some Jamaica mangoes for her. Hearing that a ol
Hff Captain Cooper would be returning to England, Mary wrote and asked him|:|
;- .send a basket 'on the ice' , which, as Superintendent of the Royal Mall
.jt Company, he would be able to do, and the mangoes were duly brought to
.9 'London. . Mrs. Seacole took them herself to.Marlborough House, the
44 . residence of the Prince of Wales, and delivered them personally -to
" thePrincess. On being asked whether she had made a E® nice curtsey

when she entered the reception room, she said "Oh my dear, I don'é@
= g0 there! -When I go to see the Princess I go up to her private sittin
room and we sit and talk like the o0ld friends we are!

Mrs. Seacole died in 1881, wmost highly rsspected and deeply regrett-
ed by all who knew her, she had made many friends of all ranks and I
- stations in life, and the care and skill which had been used on be-
" half of the soldiers in the dreadful conditions in the Crimea were A
most highly appreclated by all who had refeived her ministrations.
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~She proved herself capable in dealing with the situation. Here

7 Mary became known as "The Yellow Woman from Jamaica with the cholera
medicine.,"

It is belleved that Mary Seacole was in Jamaica when the Crimean
War began in 1854. She was stimulated into action by learning that
a regiment which had been previously stationed in Jamaica had been
sent to the front. Her presence in Crimea was not official and because

of lack of support from the War Office she had to be declared a bank-
.-rupt at the end of the war. '

In her book Wonderful Adventures of Mrs. Seacole in Many Lands
her adventures, which may be accepted as accurate, are ably recalled.
She died in 1881, some accounts say in Kingston and others in
London., Her sister survived her for thaipty-four years, dying at an
advanced age in 1305, Awt gty ’

No traces of Blundell Hall remains; for after being demolished in
the earthquake of 1907, a marble werks was built on the site. If
posterity remembers Mary Seacole, it is chiefly as an odd type and as
the' Female Ulysses. Her name may be perpetuated, however, through
a-Ladies Residence Hall at the University College of the West Indies
being named after her.

o=

SOURCES:

W. Adolphe Roberts - Mary Seacole, a radlo script.

W.J.S. editor - Adventures of Mrs. Seacole in many lands. o
M. O'Connor Morris - Memini: or a mingled yarn. _
Blographical notes pade up of newspaper clippings.

INSTITUTE oF JAMAICA .
WEST INDIA REFERENCE LIBRAR'



9 INBTITUTE OF JAMAICA
. - = = - WEST INDIA REFERENCE LIBRARY
" iy ber. Mary wae fascinated by her mother's accomplishmenta. >

The 1little girl lived for a while with rolatives at 57 Water
lane. But she was otten“at the”hotgl., to whioh she returned at the
| age of twelve to help her mother murse sick soldiers. Not long after-
| ward ahe got a chance to go to England as a travelling companion, pos-
“ sibly as a servant. She stayed for a full year, then made a second
¥oyege with the same people and remained for two yoars. When she got

i hacx to Jeamaiea, she mxreied acquired a new and permanent name by

o~

: 1‘*?5 The couple moved to Black MVor. where Beacole opened a store.
o= ‘sould scarcely have chosen a worse spot, for fevers were rluaye
present. in Blaek River at that time, and it had the reputation of
being the moat unhealthy town in Jamaica. He soon collapssd and had
‘ito be. takcn baeck to Xingstom. His wife nursed him to no avail.  In

| seuple or mtha she was & widow.

b |
&l Then ln mother died, leaving Blundell Hall to herself and a

E’;\um. Leuisaw In 1843 Kingston was swept by a disastrous fire, and

i 1 tl;,n xm:t vurmed to the ground. The plaee was rebullt, largely through
ll‘!,”! eﬁ‘orta- It met with even batter succesa than it had had in the

‘\ pam !ar'.r 'bocane as fanonq a local "doctress" as her mother had been.

} m was. partioularly good at handling yellow fever c¢ases. In the big

kL ﬂhm Q}Mo of 1850 ghe volunteered as a nurse, is" said to ha‘e

mm nmh about the diseass and its eure from trained physieians,

rﬁm, but pho appears always to havo paid her way by means of
al tmtu,re: and opening small lodging housou. ?ollowing the
aptdmo of 1860, Mary Seaeoh bocame an adventuress

IC ot the worﬂ.
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the left the management of Blundsll Eall %o her aister Loulsa,

) ~ who later took title to it, and went to Panama for the second time.
This was the period of the California Gold Rush. Thousande were ¢ross-
ing the Iatimus to ship northward on the Paoific side. 4An Ameriean
company had begun the construcetion of e reilroad from Colon to the
alty of Pansmae The opportunities for meking money were great, dbut i
were the dangers. Conditions of ﬁm on the Isthaus were ex-
tremely bg:d. Diseases of every kind were rampent. ,,
¥ps. Seacole rented a bullding and opened a combined lg_iiging 1\ )
houee and atore. Pretty soon her chief sotivity was caring for alck t
foreigners, snd she gave herself %o this hmanitar;.an' work without
stin!- Yellow fever was a yearly problem, and there was at least one
outbreak of cholera. The Americans called her an sngel of mercye
Ra1lroad w_)_:-kora held e banquet for hew, at which e tactless Yankee
toastedl‘ her 1§~‘gmterul terms as a woman but said he only wiahed’ye ,
could Qerve her by doing ‘something to lighten her complexion. fo»>¥ e
©00l11y. r-ebuked him for bed manners and ‘added that sehe wae well patis"
ﬁed. thank you, = with the colour or her skin. |
‘ Partéy as & relief from the problems and ovowork of tue 15‘“‘“
m. !ary wont to Cubae. Bhe almost 1mediata'ly ra.n into ] trimltm
ﬁhblei'a-@idemio, end as usuel pitched in end helped. 8he proweﬁ to ;‘j '
‘be so orteot;i.vo an emateur physician that she was c alled. "the !el.!.u.. .//
; Woman from Jemaica with the cholera modiaine.” 'l'his_.tmg_ she. caught 1
15 the aissase, but dosed hersslf and recovered. She returmed to
|

*
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L iy Ka'ry Sescole appears toc have been in Kingston when the Crim
War broke out in 1854 detween Russia on the one side and England, F

g5

Turikey and Sardiniz on the other. Myry may have heard of the 1.
work of nursing at the front that Florence Rightingale was ris
that seems doubtful. She got the idea on her own account °

s
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| 11ke to go and help the soldters. The thing that most stimulated her
e was the nows that regiments she had known in Jomaica had left for the
// . ware She 8014 property, raised as much cash as posasible, and went to
e /Londan, where she oﬁ-‘ogcd_ﬁhar gervices to the Medical Department, the
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/ War 0ffice and the Quartermaster's Office. At all three she waes re=-
j Jected -- mainly because she was coloured. 3

She then resorted to her favourite dovide and got the War Of-
fige to agree to her setting wp a hotel and store in the Crimea. The
card she printed wes headed, "BRITISH NOTEL, Urs. Mary Seacole, late
of Kingston, ;amg_ioa." 12 went on to say that she respectfully announce
ed to hor "former kind t:iends and to the efficers of the Aray and Ngvy
generally,"” that she 1ntended on her arrival at Bilaclava to "estadlieh
2 mess table and comfortabl; quarters for sick and convalescent offic~
ers.” It was a camomaged hoapital soheme.

crluu__by way of Gibraltar, Malta and Constantinople. At Kalta en

/ _ Hary travelled the 3,00C miles eboerdship from London to the

|y officer gave her a letter to Florence Nightinsale. whon ehe‘ overtook
. at acuta!-l on the Aeiatic coest opposite COnstantinOple. “The two women
had a briet talk on that oceasion, zad they met again near the front.
But they followed different ccurses, the ong official, the other
unofﬁoial. The Jamaican had a rough timber bullding ewrested on the
Bpring and. between Balaclava and Sebastopols. It cost her around
809_ poundsg. There vag a restaurant and bar. MHors impovtani, thewe
. were large rooms for the care of the wounded, ana despite the announce=~
‘mt on her business card Mary Seacole did not dlsoriminate betwesn
officers and men. . -
!ominany she was a sutler, a term which the dictionary definea
a8, "one who follows an am and sells provisions, nquore, etc., to

the troops+" FKote, now, what W. E. russell, the fzmous war correspondent
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. ftt the London Timee, wrote about Mary Seacole: "I have witnessed her
i) dsvotion and her courage; I have almad_y borne testimony to her cervices

to ull who needed them. 8he is the firs® who has redeemed the name of
'mtlog' from the susplclion of worthlessneae,-__morcenary baser.ess and
plunder; and I trust that ingland will nct forget one who has nursed
her sick, who sought out her wounded to eid and suscour them, and who
performed tne last ofilces for some of her 1liustrious dead."

_ The situation of Nary Seacole's British Hotel was very olose to
the ﬁring line, and she inevitably had close-_brushca with danger. __.But
abe put the needs of her coldiers ahead of her own. Her good-humour
never faltered. She was known us “Mothar Seaco}-e'_'_ and "Aunty Seacole."
On her part, she addressed everyone, of vwhatever rank, as "My soa,"
no doubt giving it the Jamaican pronunciation, "Me son."

" ~ gebastopol fell in 1€55, end shortly aftot- that the war endcd
nthc_m suddenlys The Allled nations got their troops out of the orowd~
ed Crimcap peninsula as quickly as they could. Mawy hed to close hew
establishment in & hurry, @nd she wsa able to realize in caeh only a
fraotion of the value of her supplies. She was as good as vuinsd, for
she nhad sunk all her resources in the venture, and no Government departe-
ment admitted any responsibilty for her. The Government had mevrely
ano'od hor to operata.

AN

. on hezv return to IEngland she filed = em-ious petition in bank-
mptay, in which ehe lircted monoy owing to her under the headings of .
‘good da‘bw\ gnd bad- debts. TUnder the former eclassifiocation were items
of meals, drinks and services which & large number of officere had been
allowed to charge. These officers included practically every English
end Prench ‘gencral who had been with the amies in the Orimea. It is
said that tho: 'all paid W, and attached. friendly notes to their -
reaittancess Even 80, Mary could n\pt meat her odligations. The ocourd

ared her a bankrupt. . INSTITOTE OF JAMAICA
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Notes.

Mary Seacole: a native of Kingston, at one time the proprietor

1907
of Blundell Hall (destroyed by the earthquake of 26%), tha2n a lodg-

ing house, is best known for the kindness of heart and sympathy for
suffering displayed by her when acting as a sutler in the Crimea.
The "Wonderful adventures of Mrs. Seacole in many lands" was

published in 1857. She died in 1881.

- George William Gordon: born in 1821, merchant, planter, politiclan-

and independent ministar of religion, was a leader of the people
of considerable influence. Accused of participation in the out-
break at Morant Bay on October 1llth, 1865, he surrendered himself
in Kingéton, was conveyed to Morant Bay, tried by court-martial

and paid the penalty of interference in the matter by being hanged

as a rebel, on the 23rd.
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