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Introduction and Acknowledgements



Authors don’t usually attempt an Introduction until the rest of the book is finished. That might sound perverse, but it’s quite sensible. That final stage is when they should be at their most objective, best able to distil the essence of their work into a promising aperitif. So I find myself now, a week away from my publisher’s deadline, in a room still musky with the scent of Mary Seacole’s presence, trying to sum up in a few short paragraphs a woman to whom I’ve been closer during the past two years (in many ways) than any other.


It can’t be done. I could tell myself that Mary’s too large a person, and personality, to cope with in such a confined space, and that it would be doing her a disservice to attenuate her extraordinary achievements in any way. But really, it’s because I lack the courage, and conviction, to try. No one shares a stage with Mary with any degree of comfort or success. No one ever did. What’s more, précis leads too often to over-generalizing and pigeonholing, which are two of the cardinal sins of biography I’m anxious to avoid.


Mary Seacole’s greatest qualities were her warmth and spontaneity, and her most precious possession was her own idiosyncrasy. All her life people responded to her instinctively, and rarely analysed her motivation or her rationale. Yet since her death in 1881, her reputation has suffered from being crammed into a series of narrow, politically correct boxes with regulation labels proclaiming her (depending on who’s doing the cramming) to be either a black heroine or a Victorian feminist, a medical or literary pioneer, an alternative Florence Nightingale, a brave imperial victim, a champion of ethnic minority, a political subversive – even a complete charlatan. She was some of these things in part, no doubt, but none of the labels defines her.


I suppose it’s Mary’s versatility and charisma that prove her so irresistibly appealing to those in search of an icon, particularly given the unhelpful circumstances of her gender and colour, her time and place. She advanced no cause but her own, however, and never saw herself as a representative. Two things were pre-eminent in her life: the achievement of her personal aspirations, and due recognition for that achievement by those she respected. She had panache and integrity, but little missionary zeal, and no desire to be at the vanguard of anything.


Mary was a true eccentric, relying entirely on herself to make the decisions that shaped her life and guided her strange odyssey from the disadvantaged streets of Kingston, Jamaica, into the homes and hearts of the British Empire’s finest. I don’t want to dull any of her gaudy originality with earnest discussions of what being Mary Seacole meant, nor am I interested in painting a picture of her to look at. I’d rather try to illuminate the real thing: to clean the glass (that’s all it is) that separates our world from hers, and look through. It’s been obscured by the accumulated grime of a century’s prejudice, forgetfulness, and ignorance; now it’s time to let in some light.


A word about sources: Mary always insisted on speaking for herself. This biography owes much, therefore, to her own account, Wonderful Adventures of Mrs Seacole in Many Lands, published in 1857. The epigraphs at the beginning of each of my chapters are all taken from Mary’s book. The best modern reprint to date is Ziggi Alexander and Audrey Dewjee’s lovingly researched edition of 1984 (published in Bristol by the Falling Wall Press). Since Mary never kept a diary, and none of her letters survives, her autobiography is (almost) our only means of hearing her voice. It’s a loud voice, though, and carries far. I have also used contemporary newspaper accounts, official and unofficial records, assorted ephemera, a few portraits, and the memoirs of those who knew her, to reinvigorate this most improbable of Victorian celebrities.


It should be no surprise that Mary Seacole still has a large (and growing) number of friends and acquaintances around the world. After all, she was – and remains – an impressive woman. It’s been an unexpected bonus, though, that so many of them have shown such generosity in sharing their knowledge and impressions of her character, her career and her background. I am grateful to them all, but some deserve a special mention for services well beyond the call of scholarly duty. In Jamaica, I couldn’t have done without Patricia Jackson’s assiduous research; Aleric Josephs of the University of the West Indies at Mona invited me into her home to talk of Mary; Eppie Edwards of the National Library of Jamaica and Lisa Whiteman of the Institute of Jamaica both helped point me in interesting directions; Christopher Thompson guided me through downtown Kingston with pride and great care, and everyone at Strawberry Hill was wonderful. My good friends Larissa Kazachenko and Professor Natalia Ischenko were responsible for the success of my visit to the Crimea, together with Ian Fletcher, Ludmilla Golikova, Simon Butt and Anna Rosikhina.


I’m indebted to Professor Elizabeth Anionwu CBE FRCN, Head of the Mary Seacole Centre for Nursing Practice, Thames Valley University, for her help, encouragement and inspiration; Jenny Lightstone of Minneapolis for information on the Seacoles; Charles and Veronica Bunbury and their family for access to the letters of their kinsman Colonel Henry Bunbury; Chris Willis for her open-handed expertise and support; Amoret Tanner of the Tanner Collection for allowing me to reproduce Mary’s photograph; Major Brian Oldham MBE and Helen Robinson for their advice on the typescript; my editor Carol O’Brien and agent Caroline Dawnay for their heartening enthusiasm, and to the following people for information or advice: John Barham, Nick Barratt, John Bilcliffe, Ron Brand of the Maritime Museum in Rotterdam, Frank Clement-Lorford, Revd Ian Dickie of the Westminster Roman Catholic Diocesan Archives, John Gilmore, Eddie Glynn, Norman Gooding, Jim Guerin of St Mary’s Catholic Cemetery at Kensal Green, Tina Harrup, Pete Helmore, Paul Kerr, Ruth Kitchin at the National Museum of Photography, Film and Television, Ben Ledden at the BBC, Tony Margrave, Connie Mark, Col. I.H. McCausland, Polly Patullo, Susan Ranson of the Claydon House Trust, David Rogers, Sonja Royes-Willis, the Seacole family, Bruce Seymour, Fr Alexander Sherbrooke, Sr Monica Tywang, C.P.P. van Romburgh of the Netherlands Maritime Museum, Col. H.B.H. Waring OBE, J.V. Webb and Dinah Winch.


I’m very grateful to the curators and staff at these institutions for all their assistance: the Black Cultural Archives in Brixton, the British Library Newspaper Library, the Crimean Patriotic Fund archive at Essex County Record Office, the Florence Nightingale Museum, the Imperial War Museum, the Institute of Jamaica, the National Army Museum, the National Library of Jamaica, the National Maritime Museum, the News International Archive, the Public Record Office, Punch, Regimental archives throughout the UK, the Royal Archives at Windsor Castle, Sevastopol Museum of the Heroic Defence and Liberation, Southwark Local History Library, Suffolk County Record Office, the Thomas Cook Archives and the Victoria and Albert Museum.


Finally, special thanks to Edward James, my classroom consultant on Seacole matters; to Richard James, who, when I was fretting about exploring Kingston, advised me to relax and travel ‘in the spirit of Mary’; and to Bruce, who shares that spirit too.
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A Female Ulysses




Some people . . . have called me quite a female Ulysses. I believe that they intended it as a compliment.





Anyone studying the British history of the Crimean War soon becomes, by default, a connoisseur of the bizarre. All military campaigns have their moments of madness, but this one bordered at times on the surreal. Think of the Charge of the Light Brigade: why should a largely superfluous and suicidal episode – a disaster – remain the defining image of what was essentially a victorious campaign? How did Britain find itself allied to an Islamic Empire at war with fellow Christians? It’s barely credible that the imperial administration, while busy enmeshing half the globe in a cloak of colonial officialdom, still struggled to organize enough food and clothing during the Crimean winter to keep its army alive, never mind fighting fit. And, on the face of it, it’s absurd that when the war ended in 1856, two of its most celebrated veterans were women. One of them was a small, pale, thin-lipped spinster from the English shires with a rarefied upbringing and an urge for reform. The other was Mary Seacole.


Mary’s unlikely odyssey from the place of her birth down by the docks in Kingston, Jamaica, to national heroism in the Crimea began in 1805. Then, her hometown appeared a pleasant place to be. One enthusiastic British visitor reckoned Kingston ‘the largest, best-built, most opulent, and spacious town we have in the West Indies’.1 It stretched for about a mile along the south-eastern coast of the island and half a mile inland towards a fine range of sheltering mountains. Its buildings were regularly organized in grid-patterned streets, the houses in single or double storeys with lacy ‘gingerbread’ carvings on the eaves and verandas, and roofed in silver cedar shingles or ‘shakes’. The public buildings around the squares and parades up-town stood more proudly of brick or stone (often the ballast of incoming merchant ships). Its prosperous harbour was protected by a 10-mile spit of land, a protective, embracing arm with the former citadel of Port Royal like a clenched fist at the end.


Before the great earthquake of 1692 Port Royal had been huge both in size and importance. Founded by the British a year after their capture of Jamaica in 1655, it grew from a collection of forts to a city of some 8,000 souls. It was the base of the British navy, home to the island’s British governor, and headquarters of the government-sponsored pirates who buccaneered about the Caribbean Sea disposing of the Spanish. In those days Port Royal was an opportunists’ dream. Merchants, traders, buyers, sellers, parasites and criminals of every degree came to gorge on its free-flowing wealth and by the time the quake came, with a tidal wave to tidy up afterwards, it had earned a notorious reputation as ‘the wickedest city on earth’.2


Only one tenth of Port Royal survived 1692. The rest still lurks nastily a few metres beneath the surface of the sea, as though intending to rear up from the underworld again when the time is right. Planning the replacement town of Kingston was a chance for the British to start again, and it was designed to be altogether more wholesome, orderly and attractive than Port Royal. No doubt many of its 11,000 residents in 1805 found it so, despite the temporary ravages of several further hurricanes and earthquakes in the years since its founding. A splendid aqueduct elegantly conducted fresh water from the Blue Mountains, lending an impression of salubrity; there were new, neat little churches, a theatre, a thriving (if somewhat profane) Sunday market and, visitors noted, an easy and cheerful tendency amongst its inhabitants to make music, dance and celebrate. Maria Nugent, the governor’s wife, lived in Jamaica from 1801 to 1805, and described a typical Christmas carnival in the idiom of the time:




26th [December]. Nothing but bonjoes [sic], drums, and tom-toms, going all night, and dancing and singing and madness, all the morning . . . Some of our blackies were most superbly dressed, and so were several of their friends, who came to join in the masquerade; gold and silver fringe, spangles, beads, &c. &c. and really a most wonderful expense altogether . . .3





But, for all its supposed attractions, people like Maria, the white ruling class, rarely chose to inhabit Kingston themselves. The climate down by the coast was clammy and debilitating. It made the sequins on one’s dresses dull and sticky, and dyes dissolved to stain the skin; multiple layers of stockings had to be worn to foil mosquitos, and books grew foxed and mouldy. There were more pests in the town than up in the hills, too – mostly of the insect variety, but not exclusively so. Maria continued her diary:




27th. Noise all night; and, if possible, to-day worse than ever . . . At 9, all was profoundly quiet throughout the town; for almost every woman as well as every man was so exceedingly tipsy, they could do nothing but sleep; and I may say, too, so thoroughly fatigued with their dancing and masquerading, poor things! Though people say, they are all really so drunk they are unable to move.4





Kingston was, and is, an edgy town. A town of facades. For those, including Mary Seacole in her 1857 autobiography, whose interests were best served by presenting it – even perceiving it – in terms of its success, or its Britishness, it might indeed have seemed an amusing and good-natured place. Exotic, given the almost overwhelming preponderance of black and coloured faces over white, but generally relaxed. It was a fact of life that the majority of Kingston’s inhabitants, like the majority of the whole island’s, were slaves, or slaves’ descendants. But that was all part of the general orderliness of things. Edward Long, in his distasteful History of Jamaica (1774), composed a little ditty refuting any Rousseau-like ideas of savage Jamaican nobility:




The general order, since the whole began,


Is kept in nature, and is kept in man.


Order is heaven’s first law; and thus confest,


Some are, and must be, greater than the rest.5





Anna Maria Falconbridge, a visitor to Jamaica in 1793, saw many pragmatic advantages in the British subjection of African negroes. She had sailed from Sierra Leone to Kingston aboard a transport ship (on which effigies of William Wilberforce and Tom Paine, both ardent abolitionists, were gleefully burned by the officers en route) and found conditions to be both sanitary and comfortable. ‘All the slaves I had the opportunity of seeing in Jamaica seemed vastly well satisfied,’ she wrote, ‘and they discovered more cheerfulness than I ever observed the Blacks shew in Africa, unless raised by liquor.’6


Her optimism is misleading, but she neither sought nor found any reason to change her mind. She described her ship’s arrival at the Kingston wharves, where its human cargo would be severally sold into bondage at one of the plantations; there it could expect to be housed, fed and given the freedom to garden a patch of land. The proceeds of this little allotment could be sold for personal profit at Sunday market. There were slave hospitals (probably next to the stinking punishment blocks) at many of the principal plantations to attend to bodily needs; Christian missionaries were spreading over the island to take care of underdeveloped souls (and conveniently quash any worldly ambition). To protect the good, or acquiescent, from the pernicious influence of discontents and malefactors, a local militia was stationed throughout the colony, with thousands of free men of almost every hue in its ranks, and white officers to keep control.7 In fact the caption to an eighteenth-century print of a plump and beaming negro says it all:




Me sing all day, me sleep all night;


Me hab no care, my heart is light;


Me tink not what tomorrow bring,


Me happy so me sing.8





A slave ‘free’ of responsibilities was supposed to be a happy slave, and a happy slave was a productive one.


Of course, blithe Mrs Falconbridge, together with the bigoted Mr Long and thousands of other Jamaican observers, were unaware, often voluntarily so, of the foul and greasy machinery brutally grinding away behind this shining society. Britain had been helping itself to Africans for a century and a half to man the sugar and other plantations that spread brazenly up the leafy hills of Kingston and along the margins of Jamaica’s dense interior. By 1805 there were over 280,000 slaves at the disposal of their planter landlords in Jamaica. At the same time there were only 28,000 whites.9 Those negroes who had survived the manacled voyage from home, usually brokered by more opportunistic Africans than they, were first ‘seasoned’ for a while to acclimatize them to their new conditions (during which time one would reckon on a quarter ‘wastage’ from illness, exhaustion or suicide). Then they would work till they dropped.


The British plantocracy was naturally loath to reward its workforce with any political privilege: apart from the half-acre ‘provision grounds’ many were granted on which to grow their market goods (which was itself advantageous to the island’s economy, saving others the bother and expense of providing food), they had negligible rights. Rumblings of insurrection in the past taught imperialist entrepreneurs the prudence of zero tolerance. Look what had happened to neighbouring Saint-Domingue (Haiti) when, inspired by the French Revolution in 1789, its black slaves had bloodily overthrown their French masters and declared their island a free state.10 It was a frightening precedent, given the overwhelming disproportion of slaves to non-slaves on Jamaica. The abolition of the British slave trade was a concept busily being ruminated in the mother-country – it was legally declared in 1807 – but that didn’t mean that slaves already in ownership were entitled to freedom. Emancipation was not to happen for a good quarter-century yet.


Meanwhile the crippling British blockade of trade links with North America during the wars of Independence (resulting in 15,000 slave deaths due to starvation),11 together with growing competition from the cane-fields of the East Indies and European sugar-beet, and preparations in Britain to end its subsidy of Jamaican exports, all conspired against those with a financial interest in the colony. The pressure was on, and while the planters cast around for other crops to maintain income – coffee, cotton, soft fruit, spices – their slaves were forced to work harder, and in harsher conditions, than ever.


To keep the numbers up, and because it was impossible to prevent it anyway, negroes were allowed to mate with one another, but a planter’s desires overrode anyone else’s. So new generations were born with varying degrees of white blood. These not-quite-negroes were graded – like sugar or coffee – into different castes with an elaborate taxonomy. The coarsest was the sambo, born of a mulatto and a black. A mulatto had one white and one black parent; a quadroon one mulatto and one white; a mustee one quadroon and one white; a mustiphini one mustee and one white; a quintroon one mustiphini and one white, and an octoroon, the most refined, one quintroon and one white.12 In almost all cases it might safely be assumed that the white parent was the father. And although it was against the law for coloured offspring of a white father to inherit or otherwise benefit legally from his estate, such mixed parentage could mean freedom. As it did in the case of Mary Seacole’s mother.


Mary was always coy about her origins. Most of what we know about her first-hand is written in her 1857 autobiography, Mrs Seacole’s Wonderful Adventures in Many Lands, reported in transcripts of the odd comment she made during a court case, recorded in her will, and printed in letters published in Punch and The Times.13 No manuscript material survives, and as all the above, except – arguably – the will, were designed for a middle- or upper-class British audience, amongst whom Mary would count herself, they only reveal (ostensibly) what she wants to be revealed. She claimed vaguely that the nineteenth century and she were ‘both young together’, and that she was born a Creole – that is, a native of Jamaica (usually of mixed race) rather than a ‘salt-water negro’ from Africa or an expatriate European – with a ‘Scotch’ father and a Creole mother. Given the time and place one would not expect to find a register of her birth; nor has a baptismal record emerged (implying that she wasn’t baptized in Jamaica, or that the relevant archive is lost: either more than likely).14 But according to her death certificate, which states her age in 1881 to be seventy-six, it appears that she was born in 1805. Her mother, being a free Creole with African blood, was probably a mulatto, which would make Mary, technically, a quadroon. Mary was always proud of a complexion tinted rather than tainted, considering herself more yellow than brown. Predictably, the fairer one’s skin in Kingston then – as, to a certain extent, now – the better one’s social prospects and expectations. No matter how essential her African heritage was to her, and how crass a boast it might appear today, it would have been important to Mary that she had more white ancestors than black: three sets of grandparents to one.


Her mother, by vocation and profession, was a well-established and respected member of Kingston society, being both ‘doctress’ and lodging-house keeper. Healers like her, fusing generations of African culture with local Caribbean herbal remedies, provided an alternative or even complementary service to the inexperienced European doctors sent out to supervise the colony’s health. A wan-faced gentleman who had never met local maladies before, pontificating uncertainly from books and looking (probably feeling) half-dead himself, can hardly have been as comforting to Creole patients – if indeed available to them – as the strong and knowing hands of a natural doctress. And because of their native immunity to some of the tropical diseases (particularly yellow fever) that seemed to sniff and snuff out weakling whites almost as soon as they disembarked, Creole women were frequently called upon to tend visiting Europeans too. Where a more conventional doctor might carry his black bag full of pills and instruments, women like Mary’s mother would take a collection of flowers, stems, leaves and roots in various degrees of preparation and carefully match each ‘simple’, or single remedy, with its corresponding symptom.


The English botanist Thomas Dancer, who produced a book on Jamaican remedies in 1801, enthusiastically encouraged traditional practices amongst the European residents of the island because – quite simply – they worked.




The virtues of Officinal, or Shop Medicines, and the manner of administering them being, in general, better understood, they are, in most cases, preferred, but many of the Simples of [this] Country are endued with considerable efficacy, and may be substituted for the Officinal ones.15





He recognized good common sense in the nettle/dock-leaf philosophy Mary herself described: that what harms and what heals us are never far apart.16 Britain’s greatest contemporary hero, Admiral Lord Nelson, was consumed by dysentery off the Caribbean coast of Central America in 1780; he gladly succumbed to the homely ministrations of Couba Cornwallis, a Jamaican doctress in Port Royal, when sent there to recuperate (or, more likely, die). A brand new naval hospital had been founded in Kingston the previous year, but it was ill-ventilated and full of disease: a dangerous place for the sick. Couba boiled thistle-seeds to calm his diarrhoea, water-lily roots to quench his thirst, lemongrass for his fever and fig-tree sap to soothe and cleanse his stomach. He thrived, and always thought fondly of Mrs Cornwallis thereafter.17


Mary’s mother was the same sort of practitioner as Couba. Like Couba, too, she kept a lodging-house which doubled, when necessary, as a convalescent home for British officers and their families. Mary remembered her home, Blundell Hall, with great affection. It stood at the bottom of East Street, within hearing of the waves slapping at the low sea wall down by the wharves. East Street had no pavement: its buildings opened straight onto the road outside, which was hard as limestone and heavily rutted when dry but like molasses in the rainy season. There was a magnificent date palm by the neighbouring house, and if she stood outside and looked south towards the sea, she might see the neon flash of a hummingbird or a pelican lumbering by, against a background tangle of ships’ masts and topgallants gently creaking and flapping, rising and falling, against the horizon. In the distance, if there was rain in the air, there would be a glimpse of Port Royal across the harbour.


Looking the other way she could follow the line of East Street straight up to the forested slopes of the Liguanea hills and the beginnings of the Blue Mountains beyond. There would hardly ever be silence in Kingston, but she could imagine coolness and quiet by gazing north through the haze to the heights. Not that Mary was ever much of a one for coolness and quiet. She preferred the bustle of Blundell Hall, especially when her mother was nursing there, and her patients, or guests, were officers of the British Army.


Mary’s mother has not been given a name yet. Perhaps she was Jane, Mary’s second name. It is most unlikely that she was married. Traditionally she would, as an intelligent and enterprising mulatto woman, have been the mistress of a white man – planter, officer, administrator – and have given their children his surname. She would not necessarily have taken his name herself, however. She might instead have kept her (white) father’s name, or simply be known as Miss Jane. There would be no shame implied locally by the arrangement: her lover’s money and influence would support any business ambitions and add to her social credibility and standing.18 Visiting Europeans, of course, were apt to consider this well-established colonial practice proof of a shocking and innate laxity of morals amongst the natives. Or visiting European ladies did, at least. Maria Nugent was not surprised to hear while visiting a penn, or country estate, in 1802 that the little mulatto girl brought in to entertain her – a ‘sickly delicate child, with straight light-brown hair and very black eyes’ – was the daughter of her host, a ‘cross old bachelor’ who detested the society of women. He had numerous progeny, apparently: ‘some almost on every one of his estates’.19 Mary’s parents’ morganatic relationship would not have embarrassed her at all at the time. She would have been content that her father had chosen her mother to bear (some of?) his children and to help provide for his Creole family. Which begs the question of who, exactly, Mary’s father was.


It’s best to work backwards. There is an entry in the Kingston Registers of the death of a spinster, Louisa Grant, on 21 July 1905.20 She was ‘formerly a Lodging-house Keeper’ and was ninety when she died. Mary Jane Seacole’s will, written in 1876, made her sister Louisa Grant her main beneficiary, and when the novelist Anthony Trollope visited Kingston in the 1850s he was amused to find that the landlady of his hotel, ‘Blundle’s Hall’, was none other than ‘a sister of good Mrs Seacole’.21 So Mary Seacole’s unmarried sister’s father was surnamed Grant. But Louisa must have been born in 1815: a full ten years after Mary. There was a brother Edward, probably born in between (as Mary always gave the impression of being the head of the family once her mother died): he appears to have had a different father. Mary’s nephew, named in her will, was one Edward Ambleton; his baptismal record suggests that his father was another Edward Ambleton, who must surely be the Edward Mary speaks of as her brother.22


Mary never mentioned her own maiden name in her autobiography, but her marriage certificate recorded it, like her sister’s, as Grant. She claimed her father was a soldier, and contributed the ‘good Scotch blood’ coursing through her veins. I’m sure she felt that further details would only worry her British readers, given what to most of them would be an unorthodox and discreditable upbringing. It would not have been unusual, after all, if Mary’s mother (whom I shall call Jane) had had her children by different men. But there was an officer of the 60th Regiment of Foot, called the ‘Royal American Regiment’ at the time, named James Grant; he was a Captain from 1802 to 1809 and then a Major until 1815, during all of which time the 6th Battalion of his Regiment was based in Jamaica. As luck would have it, no muster papers, service details or personal records of the 60th survive, and all we have to prove James Grant’s existence is the Army List – from which he disappears in the year Louisa was born, perhaps to retire to Kingston, to a home and family in Scotland or the Isle of Wight (the 60th HQ), or to die.23 But it’s a good Scots name, and he’s the only possible Grant whose posting spans the dates of Mary’s and Louisa’s births. He may have been stationed away from the island at the time of Edward’s birth. He probably met Jane at Blundell Hall: maybe he succumbed, as so many of his colleagues did, to fever on arrival in Kingston in 1802, and Jane was his nurse. As in so many areas of Mary’s life, we are dealing with informed likelihood rather than certainty here, but likelihood is all we’ve got.


Grant doesn’t feature at all in Mary’s account of her childhood, even though he must have been a part of it until she was at least ten. She does mention a voyage to and stay in England, probably in her teens, in the company of relatives who have been assumed in the past to be her father’s, but they might just as easily have been her mother’s. Jane was related to the Henriques family, members of whom were West Indian merchants who later settled in London and Ireland.24


Jane, on the other hand, had enormous influence on her daughter. Mary remembered her as ‘an admirable doctress’,




. . . in high repute with the officers of both services, and their wives, who were from time to time stationed in Kingston. It was very natural that I should inherit her tastes; and so I had from early youth a yearning for medical knowledge which has never deserted me.25





Mary used to watch Jane with her patients and copy what she did, using her doll as the victim: ‘whatever disease was most prevalent in Kingston, be sure my poor doll soon contracted it’. When the doll was too heavily bandaged and clogged up with potions to respond satisfactorily, the dogs and cats of East Street stood in, and when they had had enough of Mary’s medicines and run away to be sick, she turned to herself. She not only learned what herbs and roots to look for, where to find them, and how to prepare them for use, but also, with typical thoroughness, what they tasted like and what effect they had on the body. It was all part of the experience she was to rely on later, not only as a doctress herself in Kingston, but when treating cholera and yellow fever in the dank and stifling heat of Central America, or dressing the wounds of dying men, her fingers numb with cold, on some bleak Crimean battlefield.


There was another woman in Mary’s life, almost as important to her as her own mother, who receives tantalizingly short shrift in the autobiography. There she is just described as a surrogate grandmother, ‘kind patroness’, ‘an old lady, who brought me up in her own household among her own grandchildren, and who could scarcely have shown me more kindness had I been one of them’. Mary lived with this lady until early womanhood, when, after nursing her patroness through a long final illness, she returned to her mother, brother Edward and little Louisa at Blundell Hall. It wasn’t particularly unusual for daughters to be thus farmed out. If it were not that Mary claims she grew lazy in the lady’s house, one might assume that young Miss Grant was sent as a servant or companion to the grandchildren. It’s more likely, however, that Mary, obviously quick-witted and eager to learn, was carefully placed away from the distractions of home (which she frequently visited) in the care of someone who could adequately educate her. Her patroness may have been a connection of James Grant’s, since schooling of their coloured children, if undertaken at all, was usually the father’s responsibility – either locally, privately, or back home in Britain. But whoever she was, she must have been remarkably perceptive and inspiring. She helped instil in this bustling little child with the determined grey eyes, thick, wavy hair and tender heart, a sense of ambition, self-confidence and optimism which shaped Mary’s life. She taught her not only how to read and write, but how to appreciate good reading and writing, and – perhaps even more important – to ignore the labels white society liked so much to fix to its various subjects. With the help of her parents and her patroness Mary grew up believing herself utterly uncircumscribed, either as illegitimate, coloured or a woman. She was an unusually lucky girl.


Mary’s social position as the educated daughter of an officer and a respectable, useful mulatto woman, was well-founded in Jamaica. It may have been received wisdom amongst whites that a coloured skin represented a sort of dilution of civilization, but in Mary’s milieu she was either ignorant or dismissive of any sense of her own inferiority. She was unaware – for the moment – of the prejudice she would encounter in London, devoutly believing North America to be principally responsible for the slave trade and all the vulgar discrimination that went with it. She had ached to go ‘home’ for as long as she could remember. Never shy, she would have begged her mother’s recuperating patients to tell her about Great Britain, to describe the vast and smoky grandeur of London, the pastures and meadows that rolled for miles and miles, the castles and cathedrals of its past and its inconceivable millions of people. Her Scottish father would tell stirring stories of clans and Culloden; her patroness, assuming her to be of European origin, would reminisce about the belligerent reign of George II. Mary would try to imagine what it felt like to sit, tingling, in front of a coal fire while snow clung to the windows outside. She’d dream of the delicious ‘pomp, pride and circumstance of glorious war’ that veterans of Trafalgar remembered so longingly, and choose the best bits of all the British history she knew to piece together a great shimmering quilt in her mind, studded with kings and queens, lords and ladies, to keep her imagination warm until she could see for herself. Mary was a determined woman all her life, confident of her own capabilities. In her youth it may have seemed ‘improbable’, as she put it, that she would ever manage to get to Britain, but until it proved impossible, she was not to be put off.


Quite rightly: Mary was in her mid-teens, still living away from home (although spending more and more time with Jane at Blundell Hall) when she made her first voyage. The seas around the Caribbean were somewhat safer after British victory over Napoleon at Waterloo in 1815, and if her father had died the same year, as might be supposed from the Army List, he could have provided his children and their mother with an unofficial legacy. It often happened: a disapproving Lady Nugent mentioned just such a case in her journal.




One of the Lieutenants of the Apostles’ battery came as we were going to breakfast to announce the death of poor wretched Captain Dobbin. He died without seeing his children, and it is said has left all he is worth to his black mistress and her child. This is, I am afraid, but too common a case in Jamaica.26





Mary travelled to London with Creole companions, most probably aboard a merchantman.27 Crossing the Atlantic took on average six to eight weeks, and would hardly have been a comfortable experience, even for a female Ulysses. Apart from the near inevitability of sea-sickness, and the volatile mood of the weather, there were some awkward practicalities to cope with. These ranged from mild inconveniences – fielding the crew’s attentions, for example, or dining in an impossibly enclosed space from a shifting, sloping board – to the more taxing problem of keeping smart and healthy (both important to Mary) when things were so easily spilt or soiled and linen couldn’t be dried. A considerable and understandable preoccupation of most lady passengers during the age of sail involved the indignity of answering nature’s call. This had to be done as discreetly as possible on, or over, the deck. The quandary was described in 1829 as being responsible in extreme cases for loss of life: modest Englishwomen were too apt, through abstention, to poison their systems beyond repair.28 The robust and pragmatic Miss Grant was unlikely to be troubled, however. She overcame all, relished the voyage, and disembarked in the finest of health and spirits.


If Mary’s patroness ever urged her to keep a journal, as any lady of quality might be encouraged to do, it has failed to survive. If she wrote letters home to the family at Blundell Hall, so have they. Mary’s first impressions of London would make captivating reading. Merchant shipping was allowed to sail right into the commercial heart of London. The magnificent West India Dock had become one of the sights of the city since its completion in 1802. It occupied 54 acres of the Isle of Dogs on the northern shore of the Thames between Blackwall and Limehouse Reach, hemmed in by a 6m (20ft) wall, and with breadth and depth enough for twenty ships at a time.29 Imposing five-storey warehouses surrounded its import basin and the wharf was teeming with people: it took four days to discharge a cargo, requiring the combined ministrations of merchants, agents, captains and crew, clerks, stevedores, dockhands, messenger-boys and customs officials. Watching would be groups of sightseers and the occasional passenger, and watching them, the ubiquitous pickpockets and assorted opportunists of London’s industrious underworld.


Mary stayed in London for a year. Where she lived during this time, we don’t know. A recommended lodging-house would be a possibility, although expensive: perhaps she was a guest of the relations with whom she had sailed. Certainly, her enthusiasm for the capital suggests that she must have felt both physically and temperamentally comfortable there. Yet it would be hard to envisage a city more different than the one she had left a few weeks before. Here, everything was new. There was a new king: George IV was crowned in July 1821, pasty and jaded after the profligacy of the Regency years, but offering his people the tenuous hope of a more prudent and peaceful future. His estranged queen, the deeply unengaging Caroline of Brunswick, had the final grace to die within weeks of the coronation, as did Napoleon Bonaparte, for so long national bogeyman. Britain’s colonies were making it rich, and at home the Industrial Revolution was spewing rewards out of its mills, mines and factories. Engineers were the alchemists of the new era, promising to transmute steam and iron into locomotives and ships, and to celebrate (and advertise) all this, London, the embodiment of British aspiration, was being remodelled on a fantastic scale. Regent Street was just finished, along with stuccoed chunks of Mayfair; the more modest elegance of Bloomsbury was busy building in black brick and glass, and further out, uniform terraces governed by the strictest of regulations regarding height, width and aspect, were spreading with a dignified air along the streets of Marylebone, Kennington, and beyond.


On her frequent sorties from her lodgings, Mary would have found much to enthuse her. Apart from the usual pursuits – visits to the pleasure gardens and theatres, the British Museum or St Paul’s Cathedral (already charcoal-black with grime), or to Rotten Row on a summer Sunday afternoon to watch the swells and dandies flaunt their finery – she would have enjoyed watching the Household Cavalry exercising in Hyde Park, or wandering through the markets which reminded her of home. Not just Covent Garden (fruit, vegetables and flowers), Billingsgate (fish), and Smithfield (meat), but Leadenhall market, where herbs were sold, or the New Cut at Lambeth, where anyone could sell anything of an evening with the help of a loud voice and a candle to see by, stuck in a turnip. There were barrowmen everywhere, and women stationed at street corners offering violets, ribbons, sweetmeats, song-sheets, or – if Mary had turned one corner too many – themselves.


For propriety’s sake these sorties should only have been conducted in the company of a chaperone. But it’s part of Mary’s attraction that all through her life one is never quite sure how proper she really was. It’s easy to picture her slipping out on her own, intoxicated by the vigour of the city. The only occasion on which Mary ever felt threatened during this first visit to London was during a jaunt with a young girlfriend from Kingston. Mary insisted it was only a vicarious uneasiness, due to children in the streets taunting her friend about her complexion: ‘I am only a little brown – a few shades duskier than the brunettes whom you all admire so much; but my companion was very dark, and a fair (if I can apply the term to her) subject for their rude wit. She was hot-tempered, poor thing!’. Prejudice was an unwelcome novelty.


But then so, to some, were apparently respectable young coloured women out on the streets of London. African attendants had been a feature of British high society since the sixteenth century, when merchants brought them back to England as servants, novelties, or – as time went on – fashion accessories. By 1764 an alarmist article in the Gentleman’s Magazine reckoned the number of blacks in London to be nearly 20,000; in reality it was more like 15,000 in the whole of Britain.30 But the majority of these were in domestic or other service, and the number of ‘free’ black and coloured individuals was low. One or two had been famous, like Ignatius Sancho (1729-80), a London grocer with a musical and literary bent whose letters were published posthumously in 1782; Francis Barber (c 1735-1801), Samuel Johnson’s erstwhile valet who was educated in his thirties at grammar school and later became a schoolmaster himself, or Olaudah Equiano (c 1745-97), ex-slave and ardent campaigner for the abolition of slavery. Most were anonymous, though, hidden in the houses or institutions they served, and by the time Mary and her friend were to be seen confidently swinging down the street, arm-in-arm, in the early 1820s, their numbers were dwindling anyway.31 The most familiar black figure to most Londoners then would have been the unfortunate Sara Baartman, the so-called ‘Hottentot Venus’ stolen from the African Cape in 1810 and toured around the circuses, theatres and pubs of England for the next four years as a freak. Her owner kept her naked in a cage, and charged people to come and gawp at her highly developed buttocks and genitalia, and guess whether or not she might be human.32 So no wonder the urchins were shocked into jeers. This isolated incident didn’t take the shine off London for Mary, however. Miss Grant was nobody’s victim.


It was London that made Mary into an entrepreneur. Along with the other female members of her family, she would be well used to selling home-grown produce on the Sunday stalls in Kingston (if there was any left over after the hotel took what it needed). Part of her domestic education would be learning to pickle fruit and vegetables to keep them beyond their season, and boil jams and jellies for the table. It always excited Mary to make money, and there was nowhere like London for commerce. Her merchant friends could tell her that: it was the hub of an empire-wide market with an apparently insatiable appetite for the exotic. The cargoes stored in its majestic warehouses were worth some £20,000,000, of which everyone who handled them, directly or indirectly, would claim their share.33 It was a place for adventurers, where Mary came to the realization that that’s exactly what she was. ‘All my life long,’ she wrote later, ‘I have followed the impulse which led me to be up and doing; and so far from resting idle anywhere, I have never wanted inclination to rove, nor will powerful enough to carry out my wishes.’


In about 1823, a year after returning home to Kingston, Mary was back in London. This time she went on her own, and as a business-woman. She was eighteen. She took with her ‘a large stock of West Indian pickles and preserves for sale’, which she must have spent a good deal of the previous year at Blundell Hall preparing, and surely an even larger consignment of self-confidence. Women travelling ‘unprotected’, as Mary chose to do (although it is possible she may have had, as on subsequent expeditions, a maid or servant) were not unknown then, but hardly common. One might travel alone, as an emigrant aunt going out to join the family, a missionary heading for her heathen sisters abroad, a member of the so-called ‘fishing fleet’ sailing to India to find a husband, or an apprehensive governess on the way to a new appointment in St Petersburg or somewhere, but never without the protection of a sponsor, a missionary society, a government organization or an employer. Yet if Mary had the capital and really was as sure of herself and her ability to cope as she appears, there was nothing to stop her, least of all a lack of precedent.
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