MARY SEACCLE

Several people have asked for information on Mary Seacol e. There are sone
excellent texts. One particular text (which is well worth reading for other
references) is called Staying Power - The History of Black People in Britain by
Peter Fryer (1984).

Besi des Mary Seacol e, Fryer wites about nmany of the black people who have |ived

in Britain and who have contributed to British history. Stayi ng Power is
published in paper back by Pluto Press | SBN 0-86104-749-4. | have the fifth
inpression, printed in 1991. |In referring to Mary Seacole, Fryer quotes from

Mary Seacol e: Jammi can National Heroine and 'Doctress' in the Cinean War by
Zi ggi Al exander and Audrey Dewjee, (Brent Library Service, 1982). Severa
editions of The Tinmes and Wnderful adventures of Ms Seacole in many | ands, ed

WS (Janes Bl ackwood, 1858), and others. | have read the Wonderful adventures
and woul d recommend it to anyone who is interested in this 'lost' historica
figure. I amquoting five pages fromFryer's text. They begin on p 246 and

end on p 252.

"A challenge to enpire of a very different kind was that of Mary Seacol e, the
Jamai can nurse whose reputation just after the Crinean War (1853-6) rivalled

Fl orence Nightingale's. Mry Seacole's challenge, quite sinply, was to have her
skills put to proper use in spite of her being black. A born healer and a wonman
of driving energy, she side-stepped official indifference, hauteur, and
prejudice; got herself out to the war front by her own efforts and at her own
expense; risked her life to bring confort to wounded and dyi ng soldiers; and
becanme the first black woman to make her mark in British pubic life. But while
Fl orence Nightingale was turned into a legend in the service of enpire, Mry
Seacol e was soon relegated to an obscurity fromwhich she has only recently been
rescued, by Ziggi Al exander and Audrey Dewj ee.

Mary Seacol e was born in Kingston around the year 1805. Her father was a
Scottish solider possibly called Gant; her nother, a conmpetent practitioner of
Jamai can traditional medicine, kept a boarding-house where she cared for invalid
officers and their wives. Fromearly youth, Mary had 'a yearning for nedical

know edge and practice'; at first she practised on her doll and on cats and
dogs, but in due course she was hel ping her nother | ook after the invalid
of ficers. She soaked up knowl edge from her nother, soon gaining a reputation

as 'a skilful nurse and doctress'.

Both before and after her marriage to Horati o Seacol e, who di ed young, she
travel l ed widely. There were two trips to Britain, where London street-urchins
jeered at her. In 1851, during the California gold rush, she joined her

brot her Edward in Panama, where she opened an hotel. Soon she had saved her
first cholera patient and had gai ned val uabl e knowl edge from a post-nortem
exam nation of an orphan baby that had died of this disease - which she herself
contracted and recovered from A white American who toasted her, as 'Aunty
Seacol e', for her work in the cholera epidemc, ventured to suggest that she be
bl eached in order to make her 'as acceptable in any conpany as she deserves to
be'. Mary Seacole replied stingingly:

"I must say that | don't altogether appreciate your friend' s kind wi shes with

respect to my conplexion. |If it had been as dark as any nigger's, | should have
been just as happy and as useful, and as nuch respected by those whose respect |
value; and as to his offer of bleaching nme, | should, even if it were

practicable, decline it wthout any thanks. As to the society which the process
m ght gain me admssion into, all | can say is, that, judging fromthe speci nens



I have nmet with here and el sewhere, | don't think that |I shall |ose nuch by
bei ng excluded fromit. So, gentlenen, | drink to you and the genera
reformation of American manners."”

Wen she returned to Jamaica in 1853 her house was filled with victins of the
yel | owf ever epidemc. One man died in her arns, and the nmedical authorities
asked her to provide nurses for the stricken soldiers. The follow ng autum
found her in London, where news was beginning to cone through of the coll apse of
the British arny's nursing systemin the Crinmea and the agoni es, hei ghtened by
gross m smanagenent, of the sick and wounded. Feeling that her skill and
experi ence could and should be put to good use, Mary Sacole applied in turn to
the War O fice, the arny nedi cal departnent, the quarternaster general's
departnment, and the secretary for war. She produced fine testinonials and
poi nted out that she already knew many of the officers and soldiers in the
regi ments concerned, having nursed them when they were stationed in Janaica.

But authority closed ranks against this plunp, nddle-aged Wst Indian |ady in
her flanboyant red or yellow dress and bl ue straw bonnet from which flowed a

| ength of scarlet ribbon. She was turned away by everybody - including one of
Fl orence Nightingale's assistants, in whose face she read 'the fact, that had
t here been a vacancy, | should not have been chosen to fill it'. Was it

possi bl e, she asked herself, 'the American prejudices against col our had sone
root here? Did these |adies shrink fromaccepting ny aid because ny bl ood

fl owed beneath a somewhat duskier skin than theirs? And, in her

di sappoi ntment, Mary Seacole wept in the street.

A distant relative, a man called Day, was going to Bal akl ava on busi ness. They
canme to an agreenent to launch a firmcalled Seacole and Day, and to open, as a
joint enterprise, a store and an hotel near the British canp in the Crinea. So,
taking with her a large stock of medicines and home conforts, Mary Seacol e, at
the age of 50, went out to the battle zone as a sutler - ie one who follows an
arnmy and sells provisions to the troops. Skill, experience, and personality
toget her made her the right woman in the right place at the right tine.

Hardly had she | anded at Bal akl ava when a party of sick and wounded arrived on
the wharf. Here was work for her to do

"So strong was the old inpulse within ne, that | waited for no perm ssion, but
seeing a poor infantryman stretched upon a pallet, groaning heavily, | ran up to
himat once, and eased the stiff dressing. Lightly ny practised fingers ran
over the famliar work, and well was | rewarded when the poor fellow s groans
subsided into a restless uneasy nutter...He had been hit in the forehead, and
thi nk his sight was gone. | stooped down, and raised sone tea to his baked
lips...Then his hand touched mne, and rested there, and | heard himnmutter

i ndistinctly, as though he discovery had arrested his wandering senses - "Ha!
This is surely a wonan's hand"...He continued to hold my hand in his feeble
grasp, and whi sper "God bl ess you, worman - whoever you are, God bl ess you! -
over and over again."

Mary Seacole's British Hotel opened its doors in the early sumer of 1855 at
Spring H Il near Kadikoi, "a small town of huts' between Bal akl ava and t he

besi eged city of Sevastopol. It was built fromfloati ng weckage, for
virtually all the trees in the area had | ong since been cut down. Soon al nost
the entire British arnmy knew of ' Modther Seacole's', where 'you m ght get
everything...froman anchor down to a needle'. The soldiers were her 'sons' and
she was their "nmother'. At the sound of a new arrival, she would cone to the
door, crying: "Wo is ny new son?" That was how she greeted the head chef of



London's Reform Cl ub, Al exis Soyer, who revol utionised arny cooki ng nethods
during his visit to the Crinea. He describes her as 'an old dane of jovial
appear ance, but a few shades darker than the white lily".

A lieutenant in the 63rd (West Suffol k) Reginent wote in his nenoirs:

"She was a wonderful woman...All the nmen swore by her, and in case of any mal ady
woul d seek her advice and use her herbal nedicines, in preference to reporting

t hensel ves to their own doctors. That she did effect sone cures is beyond
doubt, and her never failing presence anong the wounded after a battle and
assisting them mad her beloved by the rank and file of the whole arny."

Anot her account of 'store-di spensary-hospital clains that:

"She had the secret of a recipe for cholera and dysentery; and liberally

di spensed the specific, alike to those who could pay and those who coul d not.
It was bestowed and an anount of personal kindness which, though not an item of
the original prescription, she evidently deenmed essential to the cure, and

i nnumer abl e sufferers had cause to be grateful.”

Through sonme of the arny doctors, despite her saving thema |ot of work, may
wel I have | ooked on her as 'a cunning and resourceful quack', others were |ess
bi goted. The assistant surgeon of the 90th Light Infantry saw her on the

Bal akl ava | andi ng- st age, serving hot tea to the wounded as, nunb and with cold
in a tenperature well bel ow freezi ng-point and exhausted by the |ong journey
fromthe front, they waited to be lifted into the boats:

"She did not spare herself...ln rain and snow, in stormand tenpest, day after
day she was at her self-chosen post, with her stove and kettle, in any shelter
she could find, brewing tea for all who wanted it, and they were many.
Sonetimes nmore than 200 sick woul d be enbarked in on day, but M Seacol e was
al ways equal to the occasion."

Mary Seacol e was generally up and busy by daybreak, serving breakfast to off-
duty troops, caring for the sick and wounded able to make their own way to her
hut, visiting the mlitary hospital with books and paper, nending torn uniforns,
Rats and thi eves gave her nuch trouble: she |ost over 20 horses, 4 mules, 80
goats, and numerous sheet, pigs and poultry. Frequently she was under fire and
she was so overwei ght that she found it easier to take cover than to rise to her
feet again when the danger pad passed:

"Those around would cry out, 'Lie down, nother, lie down!" and with very
undi gni fi ed and unl adyli ke haste | had to enbrace the earth, and remain there
until the sane voices would | aughingly assure ne that the danger was over, or
one nore thoughtful than the rest, would cone to give a hel ping hand and hope
that the old lady was neither hit nor frightened."

It was WH Russell, the first nodern war correspondent - and the |ast war
correspondent to be free frommlitary censorship - who nade Mary Seacol e fanous
in Britain. This 'kind and successful physician', he wote in a dispatch dated
14 Septenber 1855, 'doctors and curses all manner of men with extraordinary
success. She is always in attendance near the battle-field to aid the wounded
and has earned many a poor fellow s bl essing

She was, as she had vowed to be, the first woman to enter Sevastopol when it
fell. But the end of the war left the firmof Seacole and Day wi th expensive
and now unsal abl e stores on their hands. They were forced into bankruptcy, and



Mary Seacol e returned to England, 'ruined in fortune and injured in health' to
live at 1 Tavistock Street, Covent Garden. There was tal k of her setting up a
provision store at Al dershot, but this schene evidently fell through, for a
letter in The Tinmes was soon denmandi ng:

"Where are the Crineans? Have a few nonths erased fromtheir nenories those
many acts of conforting ki ndness which nmade the name of the old nother venerated
t hroughout the canp? While the benevol ent deeds of Florence N ghtingale are
bei ng handed down to posterity...are the hunbler actions of Ms Seacole to be
entirely forgotten...?"

Lord Rokeby, who had conmanded a British division in the Crinea, joined with
Lord George Paget, another Crinmea conmander, and others to arrange for her
benefit a gigantic four-day nusical festival at the Royal Surrey Gardens in

Kenni ngt on. There were al nost 1,000 perforners, including nine nmlitary bands
and an orchestra, and Mary Seacol e sat between Rokeby and Paget in the front of
the centre gallery. At the end of both parts of the programme her nanme was

'shouted by a thousand voices' and 'the genial old | ady rose fromher place and
sm| ed benignantly on the assenbled nmultitude, anmid a trenendous and conti nued
cheering'. "Never", wote a reporter, "Did wonan seem happier."” Unfortunately,
t hough the adm ssion charge was quintupled for the first perfornmance, the
festival raised only £228. At an official dinner in honour of the Guards, Mary

Seacol e, was 'cheered, and chaired,...by the adoring soldiers', receiving, it is
clained, 'the reception that Florence N ghtingal e woul d have had, had she not
studiously avoided it'. 1In 1857 Mary Seacol e published her autobi ography, an

outstandingly vivid piece of witing: the 'as-told' to" narrative is so
skilfully edited that her voice, personality, and individual turn of phrase

shi ne through on page after page. Wonder ful adventures of M's Seacole in many
lands is prefaced by a further tribute fromthe pen of WH Russell: "I trust
that England will not forget one who nursed her sick, who sought out her wounded
to aid and succour them and who perfornmed the last officers for some of her
illustrious dead."

Engl and did, of course, forget Mary Seacol e very quickly. Prince Victor of
Hohenl ohe- Langenburg (afterwards known as Count  eichen), scul ptor and nephew
of Queen Victoria, did a bust of her. She was awarded a Crinmean nedal, and one
of ficer who had known her in the Crinmea saw her wearing it in London sone years
later: "The nmedal first attracted ny eye... O course | stopped her, and we had
a short talk together about Crinmean tines." But the |last 25 years of her life
were passed in obscurity. Not, however, in penury, for when she died on 14 My
1881, she left over £2,500. Sone nmoney and a dianond ring went to Count

d eichen, and her 'best set of pearl ornanents' were left to her el dest

daughter. Rokeby and his daughter were also remenbered. The Tines had room for
a curt obituary: "She was present at nany battles and at the risk of her life
often carried the wounded off the field."

Mary Seacol e was buried, by her own wi sh, in the Roman Catholic section of
Kensal G een cenetery. In 1973 her grave was reconsecrated and the headstone
was restored."’

End



